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Abstract 
A study of the history of the idea of State-
sponsored popular education to mold common loyalties and 
values in the interest of national unity. The study 
finds that this idea has implied rivalry with competing 
sources of meaning, including traditional religion. 
This rivalry has taken the form not only of excluding 
"sectarian" teaching from the common school, but also of 
seeking to provide its equivalent: a "common faith". 
In so doing, it has led repeatedly to conflict with 
parents who do not accept the values and beliefs 
inculcated by the State and its educationists. 
The first attempt, by the French Jacobins in 1792, 
to implement this "common school agenda'' in an anti-
religious form was a failure because of the resistance of 
parents, but their Dutch allies were more successful 
implementing common schools saturated with lowest-common-
denominator religious and moral teaching. It was Dutch 
''common school religion'' that inspired French and 
American reformers in the 1830's in the creation of 
State-sponsored common schools. 
Implementation of the common school program in 
Massachusetts encountered resistance from orthodox 
Protestants as well as Catholics to what they rightly 
perceived as its religious content, but Protestant 
leadership closed ranks around the common school when 
faced by the threat of cultural diversity as a result of 
Catholic immigration. The final chapter describes the 
"triumph of the common school" in France and the United 
States, but its defeat in the Netherlands, where orthodox 
Protestants and Catholics gained full tax support for 
confessional schools. 
The continuing conflict over popular education raises 
troubling questions in a democracy. How can the 
pluralism that we claim to value, the liberty that we 
prize, be reconciled with a ''State pedagogy" designed to 
serve State purposes? Can government somehow assure that 
every child is educated in the essentials required by the 
social, political and economic order, without seeking to 
impose uniformity? 
PREFACE 
If I were a professional historian, this would be the 
place to acknowledge, with appropriate gratitude, the 
contribution of sabbaticals and travel grants, of 
fellowships and graduate seminars, perhaps of research 
assistants. It might even be the place to break a 
methodological lance or two with my colleagues. 
But I am not an historian, nor does this claim to be 
a full-orbed account of the development of public 
schooling. I have researched and written in the spare 
moments of my life as a state official and the parent of 
five children. Think of this rather as an extended 
meditation on the history of an idea, indeed of a complex 
of ideas so powerfully enchanting in their continuing 
effect that they may fairly be called a ''myth": the 
Common School. The Myth of the Common School as 
crucible of a single national identity, as the hothouse 
in which young sprouts are trained to a single State-
approved pattern, is my topic here. 
I use the word "myth" not as a statement about truth 
and falsehood, 
resonance of 
but as an acknowledgement of the unusual 
the idea of the Common School. This 
vi 
resonance has been such that empirical research on the 
actual effect of schooling on beliefs and loyalties has 
been curiously meagre. The Common School has 
functioned above all as a statement of national intention 
and a symbol of national unity, and those who have laid a 
hand upon it have, correspondingly, been perceived as 
disturbers of the peace and of the national dream. 
Jacques Barzun wrote that the "history of ideas 
cannot be written like an invoice of standardized goods. 
It is a subject requiring infinite tact. On the one 
hand, diversity must be reduced to clear patterns for the 
sake of intelligibility; and on the other, the meaning of 
each idea must be preserved from falsification by 
constant reference to its place and purport in history.•• 1 
It may be that my training, while not that of an 
historian, has its uses for working with the history of 
an idea. At Harvard College I studied comparative 
literature under the exacting direction of Harry Levin, 
followed by four years of theology and biblical studies 
in Berkeley, Tubingen, and Cambridge. More recently I 
have spent four years learning something about the 
sociology of knowledge with Peter Berger at Boston 
University. These years of academic work have given me 
a nose for meanings and their context. 
Of even more significance for this study, however, 
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have been nearly twenty-five years as an advocate of the 
racial integration of schools, sixteen of them directing 
the State effort to that end in Massachusetts. 
Countless times I have been called upon to articulate and 
defend the vision so important to Horace Mann, of the 
school as the place where social differences that 
threaten our national life and the achievement of justice 
are reconciled. Anthony Lucas, in his account of Boston 
desegregation, refers to me as "implacable" in that 
cause, with a ''passionate zeal on racial issues.•• 2 Take 
it, then, that I have fundamental commitment to the 
Common Schoo 1. 
I am also an Evangelical Christian, and a few years 
ago I began to be painfully aware that many of my fellow-
believers were deeply distrustful of public schools, and 
for reasons that had nothing to do (as I at first 
assumed) with race. Here only a brief narrative will do 
justice to how I stumbled into the research that lies 
behind this study. 
A book by Rockne McCarthy and others associated with 
Calvin College, purchased almost at random in 1983, 
opened my eyes to rea so ned and pr inc ip led objections to 
our present system. This book also called my attention 
to an alternative model of how to organize universal 
education, in the Nether lands. Several months later, 
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on a bicycle trip with my oldest sons in that country, I 
bought a book with the promising title (in Dutch), 
"Theological and Philosophical Background to the 
Relationship of Church, State and School in the 
Netherlands," and spelled out enough of it, with the help 
of a pocket dictionary, to realize that public education 
was anything but the almost natural phenomenon I had 
naively assumed it to be. The Dutch, I learned, had 
started out with common schools firmly in mind, and then 
had turned and gone another way; these contrasting 
courses had a great deal to do with positions taken 
toward the Enlightenment and the French Revolution. 
These clues were enough to send me searching through 
half-a-dozen libraries for what the education reformers 
and their critics and supporters--in France and the 
Netherlands as well as in Massachusetts--had said their 
intentions were. Much of this materia 1 had been mined 
by historians again and again, but 
perspective that I employed and my 
the comparative 
interest in the 
theological context within which the nineteenth-century 
debates developed have enabled me to add something to the 
on-going discussion. 
Where have I come out? Certainly not with 
abandoning the conviction that education is a matter of 
public concern, and that the State should set clear 
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expectations for the education of every child. Nor that 
these expectations, as Horace Mann insisted, must include 
qualities of character, of civic virtue, as well as facts 
and intellectual skills. At the same time, however, I 
have grown convinced that the State should not dictate 
the process by which those goals are achieved, or the 
context of meanings, the "symbolic universe," within 
which students are taught. A system of choice among 
public schools, if centrally organized and monitored in 
the interest of equity (as in Massachusetts) can permit 
diverse responses to the concerns and goals of parents, 
different ways of achieving excellence, without losing 
its common purpose. 
Study of the controversies over public education in 
the three nations has convinced me that the educational 
system of a democracy must learn to be far more 
respectful of the convictions by which parents live and 
by which they hope their children will also live. It is 
not enough to speak of "toleration;" as a Senate 
Committee noted in 1829, ''What other nations call 
religious toleration, we call religious rights. They 
are not exercised in virtue of governmental indulgence, 
but as rights of which Government cannot deprive any 
portion of citizens, however smal1.•• 3 
The mistake made by Horace Mann and his fellow-
X 
reformers was not their generous vision--universal 
education that would reach the heart as well as the head 
of every future citizen--but their ungenerosity toward 
the stubborn particularities of loyalty and conviction, 
the "mediating structures" and world-views, by which 
people actually live. 
This study of "the Myth of the Common School," then, 
has directed me back to the challenge that faces public 
education in a pluralistic democracy, to find ways not 
simply to tolerate deeply-held convictions and 
particular angles on the truth, but to value them and 
to allow them scope to make their contribution to our 
life together, and to how we educate our children. 
********* 
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INTRODUCTION 
Despite the secularization of public life in the 
developed Western nations, the claims of religion and the 
State continue to clash painfully in the sensitive area 
of popular education. In France and in Spain, in 
Australia and Canada, in the Netherlands and in the 
United States this conflict takes on new life every few 
years; whatever compromises are reached leave the 
potential for further clashes. 
Although the immediate issues around which conflict 
arises vary, the underlying positions remain the same. 
On the one hand, there are those who assert the absolute 
right of parents to control the education of their 
children, or to delegate that responsibility to the 
church or association in which they repose their 
confidence and by whose distinctive loyalties and beliefs 
they wish to see their children shaped. On the other, 
those who assert the absolute right of the State (or, in 
a softer form, of ''Society'') to control the education of 
the next generation of citizens in a way that minimizes 
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the differences distinguishing citizens one from another 
in the interest of national coherence. 
From a close-up view, the rivalry is between the 
claims of the particulars of family or church and the 
universals of the nation-state. More broadly conceived, 
it may be between the universals of a world-wide 
religious faith and the particulars of national identity. 
This study examines the first development of this 
distinctively modern tension in Massachusetts, with 
reference to parallel developments elsewhere in the 
United States and in France and the Netherlands, during 
the first half of the nineteenth century. 
It is not another history of a period that, for each 
of the nations considered, has been the subject of 
repeated historical study, or of the institution of the 
common or public school. This is rather the history of 
an idea, a central component of the sustaining ideology 
of modern democracy. 
We need to understand the resonance of the idea--
even the "myth"--of the "common school" in order better 
to understand why we have so much difficulty 
accommodating the rich pluralism of American life in our 
system of public education. 
2 
The author is a state education official with 
responsibility for assuring that public schools both 
promote racial integration--the "common school" goal--and 
also respond sensitively to ethnic and religious 
differences. In pursuing these divergent goals 
Massachusetts has developed the nation's largest program 
of promoting racial and social integration precisely 
through diversity and parent choice among public schools. 
This study was undertaken with the practical 
intention of learning how to respond more wisely to the 
strains created by the attempt to bring these goals 
together. How much diversity and choice can we allow 
without undermining the social and national unity sought 
by Horace Mann? 
in attempting 
Did Mann and his successors go too far 
to promote a single form of American 
identity, at a cost that parents and children in a 
democracy should not be asked to pay? Why does the idea 
of "choice" arouse so much enthusiasm among parents but 
so much resistance among professional educators? 
Other nations have responded rather differently to 
the same dilemma. Among democracies, France has sought 
most persistently to form a single national identity 
through a highly standardized educational system. The 
Netherlands, by contrast, have gone farther than any 
other nation to respond to the divergent goals of parents 
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for the schooling of their children. Inclusion in my 
research of the development of popular education in both 
nations, and the very different balances they have struck 
between the goals of parents and those of the State, 
between private conviction and public orthodoxy, provides 
a valuable perspective on the American experience. 
There are many accounts of the development of popular 
education in each nation, some of them addressing the 
particular concerns of this study, but I have found none 
that look comparatively at the remarkably similar debates 
and the remarkably different choices that occurred in the 
three nations. 
THE "COMMON SCHOOL AGENDA" 
We are familiar with the term ''the common school'' 
from its use by Horace Mann and other educational 
reformers before the Civil War. It refers, on the most 
obvious level, to the school that all the children of a 
community attend, in contrast to the schools that 
churches and religious foundations had long maintained 
for their own adherents or as missionary outreach. 
The term refers also, however, to a program of 
educational reform, indeed of social reform through 
education. The heart of this program, which we will 
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call "the common school agenda,'' is the deliberate effort 
to create in the entire youth of a nation common 
attitudes, loyalties and values, and to do so under 
central direction by the State. In this agenda "moral 
education" and the shaping of a shared national identity 
was of considerably more ultimate importance than 
teaching basic academic skills. "Sec tar ian" religious 
teaching was seen as a major threat to the accomplishment 
of this program of national unification through common 
socialization. 
Horace Mann and his fellow reformers did not invent 
this agenda. It was an important element in the 
political theories of the French Enlightenment (often 
attributed to the virtuous Spartans as described by 
Plutarch) and of Rousseau, and was expressly promoted by 
the Jacobin orators of the National Convention in the 
early 1790s. Around the same time, under this French 
influence, the idea of national schooling to mold 
citizens inspired a number of essays--though no practical 
measures--by allies of Thomas Jefferson. In the 
Netherlands a system of nationally-supervised common 
schools, again under the influence of the French 
Revolution, was actually implemented in the first years 
of the nineteenth century, some thirty years before Mann 
began his twelve influential years as Secretary of the 
Massachusetts Board of Education. 
5 
The common school agenda continues to shape 
discussions of education in the United States. We can 
see its enduring power in the extreme discomfort of 
"educationists'' with the possibility of diversity and 
parent choice among schools, and with any treatment of 
traditional Western religion in the curriculum. 
This study asks how the idea of common schooling 
came to be so deeply rooted in our thinking about 
education, and why elements of the idea continue to have 
the power to shape our thinking about education. 
WHO PROMOTED THE COMMON SCHOOL--AND WHY? 
Who were the promoters and organizers of the "common 
school agenda'' implemented in most Western nations during 
the first half of the nineteenth century? Why were they 
so determined to establish universal and free popular 
education under State supervision, and how did they 
convince the broader public--and parents--to acquiesce to 
their designs? Were literacy and the communication of 
essential information at the heart of their concern, or 
were those concern secondary to what has been 
characterized above as the "common school agenda''? 
This question has attracted a great deal of 
scholarly interest over the past two decades. There is, 
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for example, a "neo-Marxian" perspective that sees 
universal elementary schooling as a device of class 
domination, consciously intended "to inaugurate a new era 
of class relations."! 
This study reaches a different conclusion. "Class 
interests" were served by the development of the common 
school agenda, but these were not primarily the material 
interests of entrepreneurs and of property-owners, but 
rather the ideal and material interests of an emerging 
class specializing in law and government, in social and 
moral uplift. Far from acting as surrogates for the 
large industrialists and other proto-capitalists, this 
''new class'' often found itself deploring the industrial 
transformation of society. 
If the interests of capitalists and of industry had 
driven the development of the common school, we would 
expect it to have reached its first flowering in Great 
Britain. In fact, Britain lagged well behind other 
nations in adopting the "common school agenda," 
continuing to rely through most of the nineteenth century 
upon a patchwork of private and semi-public institutions 
to provide schooling for all social classes. The first 
successful implementation of common schools was in the 
Netherlands, which would not develop significant industry 
until late in the century. 
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We can, therefore, accept only in part the basic 
premise of neo-Marxian authors Bowles and Gintis, who 
argue that ''the fact that changes in the structure of 
production have preceded para lle 1 changes in schooling 
establishes a strong prima facie case for the causal 
importance of economic structure as a major determinant 
of educational structure.•2 It was political and not 
economic changes, and above all changes in political 
thinking, that created the primary impetus behind the 
development of the "common school agenda." 
It is true that the full implementation of the 
structure of public education depended, in many cases, 
upon economic developments that created both the 
resources and the demand for universal schooling. It 
does not follow, however, that the idea or myth of the 
common school is the result of these developments. In 
terms of Max Scheler's formulation of the sociology of 
knowledge, "the 'real factors' [in this case, the factory 
system] regulate the conditions under which certain 
'ideal factors" [the common school agenda] can appear in 
history, but cannot affect the content of the latter.•3 
In factory and mining communities in several nations, 
in fact, entrepreneurs resisted the development of 
popular education; literacy was not a useful skill for 
workers, and might indeed open them to radical influence. 
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Bowles and Gintis concede that ''mass instruction was 
implemented considerably before the impact of capitalist 
expansion was felt" in Prussia and Scotland, two of the 
pioneers in popular education.4 
This is not to deny a connection between 
"technological production'' and bureaucratically-organized 
universal education, but to suggest that the 
commonalities result from their common reliance upon and 
powerful tendency to create that form of consciousness 
that has been called ''modernity.'' The factory system 
itself is a powerful producer of the ''symbolic universe 
of modernity,'' quite apart from the support of formal 
schooling, as historical experience and Third World 
actuality demonstrate.5 The Irish or Greek peasant 
immigrants who came to Lowell, Massachusetts fitted 
quickly into the work discipline of the factory, and 
developed the requisite supporting consciousness, without 
being subjected to the common school. 
It is thus not historically accurate to assert that 
"labor and capital,'' in their continual struggle, 
operated ''to construct an institution which would both 
enhance the labor power of working people and help to 
reproduce the conditions for its exploitation,'' with ''the 
liberal professionals and enlightened school reformers'' 
simply mediating compromises.6 No, we must look 
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elsewhere for the sources of the great crusade for State-
led universal popular education that most Western nations 
experienced during the nineteenth century. 
By and large the promoters of this crusade were ''new" 
men and women, members of social groups that emerged into 
prominence in the growing cities and provincial centers 
as commerce and industry developed, but were not 
themselves directly engaged in either. They were 
lawyers, clergymen, journalists, promoters of ideas and 
of causes. While not profound thinkers, they were by-
and-large members of an intellectual class that busied 
itself with "infusing into the laity attachments to more 
general symbols and providing for the laity a means of 
participation in the central value system.'' The 
''liberal and constitutional politics in great modern 
states," as Edward Shi ls notes (citing Guizot as one of 
his examples), "have to a large extent been 
'intellectuals' politics."' 7 
What motivated these supporters of universal popular 
education, if it was not the desire to create docile 
industrial workers, as the neo-Marxians argue? Some 
"Revisionist" historians maintain that the common school 
was promoted by men and women concerned about an apparent 
breakdown in social discipline, that their underlying 
concern was less with pressing the pace of modernization 
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than with containing its negative effects. The common 
school, in this version, was concerned not so much with 
industrial discipline as with social discipline.8 
This was an important consideration for many of the 
school reformers. The Lowell industrialists were less 
concerned about the ability and willingness of their 
workers to adjust to the discipline of the factory than 
they were about the immigrants' native-born children on 
the streets and (eventually) in the voting booth. The 
"moral reform" movement, based largely in the Evangelical 
churches, was a reaction to the apparent breakdown of 
social order in the growing cities.9 Formal schooling 
was one aspect of the agenda of this movement, but the 
association is less close than is sometimes asserted. 
Horace Mann, for example, seldom mentioned urban disorder 
in his reports and speeches; his concern was not 
primarily with social control in a crude sense, but with 
shaping the future of what was still primarily a rural 
society. 
It is too simple to relate the concern of Mann and 
the other reformers exclusively to crime rates and ethnic 
conflict. The reformers were concerned about the 
diversity of society, especially as more and more groups 
entered political life, but their overriding 
preoccupation was with spiritual disunity, the growing 
ll 
gap between their own ''enlightened'' values and stubborn 
vestiges of what they regarded as superstition and 
fanaticism. It was this that led them to see rural 
Calvinists and immigrant Catholics as a profound threat 
to the emerging national society. 
The relationship between material interests--
capitalist factory-based production, social order, public 
and private morality, political stability--and the 
development of the idea of common schooling is more 
complex than many accounts allow. Horace Mann, Petrus 
Hofstede de Groot, and Francois Guizot saw their role as 
cultural and even spiritual; their evocation of religious 
imagery and purposes was in no sense cynical but 
reflected precisely their understanding of what the 
common school was all about. 
Edward ShilslO observes that, in all times, 
the society without conflict, the highly 
integrated society, has not only been the 
reverently cultivated ideal. It has also been 
the object of government policies. The 
Reformation settlement which declared that the 
religion of the ruler should also be the religion 
of his subjects was one sign of the desire of 
rulers not merely to gain the submission of their 
subjects but to integrate them into a single 
society through the uniformity of beliefs. When 
nationality became an object of passionate 
devotion rulers found what was to them an 
almost ideal basis for the integration of the 
societies 
To inculcate and maintain the uniformity of beliefs upon 
which this integration was believed to rest requires that 
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every society [acquire) alongside the central 
system of authority a central cultural 
system. The central cultural system consists of 
those beliefs and expressive symbols which are 
concerned with the central institutional system 
and with ''things'' which transcend the central 
institutional system and which reflect on it. 
The centra 1 cu 1 tura 1 system has its own 
institutional system The educational 
system is that part of the central power-
institutional and cultural-institutional complex 
which inculcates considerable parts of the 
central cultural system into other sectors of the 
society. It contributes thereby to the 
formation, diffusion, and maintenance of the 
common culture. 
The education reformers were quite consciously 
seeking to create the unified cultural system that, they 
were convinced, was essential to the health and progress 
of nation-states in which the common people, for a 
variety of political, social and economic reasons, were 
of increasing significance. It is no accident that in 
France, then in the Netherlands, then in France again, 
then in Massachusetts the common school agenda was 
formulated and began to be implemented within three or 
four years of the disestablishment of the dominant 
church. 
The ''capital'' of the new class that included the 
education reformers was not counted in property, in lines 
of credit or machinery, but in their own education, in 
their identification with national interests, their 
assurance of a place within a safely progressive society. 
The wrenching dislocations caused by industrialization, 
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the migrations from country to city or from nation to 
nation that characterized the period in the United States 
and that brought the conservative religious views of 
rural New England or Ireland into a new prominence (just 
as such views seemed to have been routed in the 
established churches), was matched, in France and the 
Netherlands, by the growing political significance of the 
rural population. The new class found itself confronted 
by the continuing power of beliefs and loyalties that 
resisted integration. It was this confrontation that 
gave rise to deep concerns out of which the common school 
agenda developed. 
The social strains, in another context, could easily 
have led to conservative reaction, to a determination to 
rely upon overt measures of social discipline. That it 
led to a ''liberal'' program of universal popular education 
may be attributed to the fact that the strains developed 
simultaneously with the emergence of a new class whose 
power was rooted in knowledge rather than property, for 
whom the social and economic developments created new 
opportunities for the employment of their skills. As a 
resu 1 t, their reaction was not a conservative rejection 
of modernity, but an optimistic determination to channel 
its effects through popular education. They would shape 
the children of the common people to share their own 
14 
values, secure in the conviction that they were thus 
assuring social unity and progress. 
Berger and Luckmann describe the process of 
"legitimation'' by which the "meanings'' already available 
in a society are integrated into a plausible and thus 
viable whole. ''Legitimation justifies the institutional 
order by giving a normative dignity to its practical 
imperatives.'' 11 The common school was intended, by its 
proponents, above all as the instrumentality by which the 
particularities of localism and religious tradition and 
(in the United States) of national origin would be 
integrated into a single sustaining identity. It is 
central to the ''myth" of the common school that, as Diane 
Rav itch observes, educators and pol icy-makers have been 
convinced that it worked, that ''the public schools had 
single-handedly transformed immigrant children into 
achieving citizens," a view that "took no account of the 
other factors that contributed to the assimilation of 
European immigrants or of the large number of immigrant 
children who were not successful in school.•l2 
Unlike the advocates of popular schooling in 
contemporary Europe, the American reformers did not 
generally see it as a class-specific training. While 
they recognized that most students in the common school 
would not go on to secondary much less higher education, 
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they never saw it as an exclusively ''popular'' form of 
schooling. Horace Mann urged "the professional men of 
Massachusetts'' to put their own children in the common 
schools. The fact that, in an increasingly urbanized 
and class-ridden society, the education of most children 
has been anything but a "common" experience with 
classmates representing the full diversity of American 
life does not reduce in the slightest the power of the 
myth of ''the long schoolbench'' that would bring all 
classes and sects and ethnicities together. 
It was the common school, the reformers in Europe as 
in America believed, that would "mold citizens" with the 
enlightened and tolerant attitudes held by the reformers 
themselves. To do so seemed to require that schools 
develop in their students the religious attitudes as well 
as the social habits of their betters. 
THE INEVITABLE CONFLICT 
It is because the goals of the education reformers 
went far beyond teaching literacy or practical knowledge 
(indeed, did not even begin with those goals) that 
popular education has been the source of almost 
continuous political and social conflict. The ''common 
school" about which Horace Mann and others grew so 
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eloquent was surrounded with sacred associations. 
Rousseau had charged that Christianity, rather than 
attaching the hearts of citizens to the State, had the 
effect of detaching them from earthly concerns; 
government must establish a ''civil religion" that would 
teach citizens to love their duties and their fellow-
citizens.l3 We will see how explicitly the education 
reformers in France, the Netherlands, and the United 
States sought to make the common school the established 
church of such a civil religion. 
We must not look for this intention only in the 
specifically civic or moral teaching of the common 
school, though we will see that these elements of the 
curriculum were of decisive importance for the education 
reformers. The belief that ''sectarian'' values and 
convictions could be separated out from the rest of the 
educational experience led to attempts to remove whatever 
the advocates of traditional religious teaching found 
offensive. Such compromises could not succeed, for 
they failed to understand the claim of religion to 
explain all of reality. ''Legitimation is not just a 
matter of 'values,"' Berger and Luckmann note, "It 
always implies 'knowledge' as well.•l4 Formal 
education--like other forms of socialization--presents 
pictures or maps of reality that reflect, unavoidably, 
particular choices about what is certain and what in 
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question, what is significant and what unworthy of 
notice. No aspect of schooling can be truly neutral. 
The high ambitions that the reformers had for the 
common school brought them into inevilable conflict with 
social groups for whom traditional religion was of 
decisive importance. After a 11, as Shi ls observes, "The 
increase in the integration of society occurs at the 
expense of parts of the society and some of the most 
important limits are thrown up by the exertions 
of the communities, corporate bodies, and social strata 
to maintain an internal integrity which would be lost by 
a fuller integration into society."l5 It was such 
exertions by groups that did not share the beliefs, 
values and loyalties that the common school was intended 
to inculcate--or that attached central importance to 
elements excluded from the common school as "sectarian''--
that made the history of popular education in the 
nineteenth century so frequently stormy. 
If controversy continues to haunt public education, 
this is in large part the result of attempts by 
"cognitive minorities'' to repel what they perceive as 
aggression by public educators seeking cultural 
homogenization at the expense of convictions stubbornly 
held. As Peter Berger has pointed out, "the 
fundamental coerciveness of society lies not in its 
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machineries of social control, but in its power to 
constitute and to impose itself as reality." It is the 
reality-forming, the legitimating role of the common 
school, a role central to its mission from the start, 
that continues to be experienced as oppressive by many 
parents who have a different view of reality. They 
perceive instinctively that, as Guizot and others urged 
in making the case for State-sponsored universal 
education, it is the most powerful means available to the 
central cultural elite to impose its agenda on the 
"periphery'' of society. 
is the guardian of 
To quote Berger again, ''Society 
order and meaning not only 
objectively, in its institutional structures, but 
subjectively as well, in its structuring of individual 
consciousness."l6 It was precisely the beneficent 
intent of education reformers over the past two 
centuries--for nothing in this study suggests that they 
were less than sincere in wishing to benefit the common 
people of their respective nations--that made their 
"common school agenda" so profoundly threatening to 
cognitive minorities. 
The sense of threat is reciprocal. Parents who hold 
beliefs and loyalties that diverge from or go beyond 
those sanctioned by the prevailing culture and are 
determined that these will shape the education of their 
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children are perceived, by the education establishment, 
as posing a threat far beyond their actual power. By 
raising their concerns they call into question the very 
''myth of the common school," that the values held and 
propagated by the cultural elite through public education 
are neutral, non-sectarian, and indeed obvious to any 
reasonable person. They challenge a dearly-cherished 
self-image and way of understanding the purposes of 
education. 
This continuing conflict, even as the ''common school'' 
has appeared to triumph, raises troubling questions in a 
democracy. How can the pluralism that we claim to 
value, the liberty that we prize, be reconciled with a 
''State pedagogy'' designed to serve State purposes? Is 
there not wisdom in John Stuart Mills's remark that "all 
that has been said of the importance of individuality of 
character, and diversity in opinions and modes of 
conduct, involves, as of the same unspeakable importance, 
diversity of education. A general State education is a 
mere contrivance for molding people to be exactly like 
one another in proportion as it is efficient and 
successfu 1, it establishes a despotism over the mind. •17 
Can government somehow assure that every child is 
educated in the essentials required by the social, 
political and economic order, without seeking to impose 
uniformity? 
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OUTLINE OF THE STUDY 
Our primary focus will be upon developments in 
Massachusetts. With Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintisl8 
(though disagreeing in other respects) I stress that 
The emphasis on Massachusetts is no accident. 
The educational reform movement which marked the 
first turning point in U. S. educational history 
originated in the burgeoning industrial cities of 
this state and was dominated throughout its 
course by the example of Massachusetts and its 
educational leaders. 
In order to set the stage for an extended discussion of 
the motivations and strategies of education reformers in 
Massachusetts--and their opponents--the first and second 
chapters describe and discuss similar developments in 
France and in the Netherlands. 
It was in France that the "hard'' form of this agenda 
emerged, with Rousseau and later the Jacobins insisting 
that children belong primarily to the State, which must 
for its own protection mold them into loyal citizens with 
the "republican virtues." This program was implemented 
in the 1880s in an aggressively secularizing form that 
anticipated educational developments in the United States 
after World War II. More recently France, too, has 
had to come to terms with resistance to the assumptions 
upon which the common school is based. 
The focus of the first chapter is on the 
unsuccessful attempt at implementing State-controlled 
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''Republican schools'' during the revolutionary decade of 
the 1790s, and on the far more successful efforts of 
statesman Francois Guizot in the early years of the 
''liberal'' regime established in 1830. 
It was in the Netherlands that the "common school 
agenda" developed in a relatively "soft" form, closely 
associated with liberal Protestantism. This would have 
a significant impact upon the American reformers. The 
focus of the second chapter is on the first emergence and 
implementation of the "common school agenda" in the 
Netherlands, and on its defense against growing criticism 
in the 1840s by theologian Petrus Hofstede de Groot. 
The first two chapters, then, describe the 
conditions and the assumptions under which common schools 
were first launched in the 1800's in the Netherlands and 
the 1830's in France. Chapters three through eight 
trace the development of this idea in the United States, 
its implementation, and its triumph over competing views 
of popular schooling, while chapter nine shows "how the 
story turned out'' in the three nations. 
Chapter three describes the social changes perceived 
by Horace Mann and his contemporaries as requiring the 
remedy that only the common school could provide. The 
conviction that the State should assume the paternal role 
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of discovering "by what appliance of means a child 
can most surely be trained into a noble citizen'' is 
traced in the writings of Noah Webster and Horace Mann, 
as is the assurance that "the Common School is the 
greatest discovery ever made by man.•lB 
Chapter four presents the thoughts on "National 
Education" of a number of Jeffersonian Republican 
essayists in the 1790's, in evident parallel with the 
contemporary Jacobin educational program in France. The 
seed fell on stony and unresponsive ground in America. 
Four decades later, however, a generation of education 
reformers picked up much the same program in the more 
acceptable form that it had meanwhile acquired in the 
Protestant states of Germany and in the Netherlands. 
From Prussia, in particular, they took the example of the 
paternal State, and, from the Netherlands, the teaching 
of a "common school religion." 
Chapter five shows how James Carter, Horace Mann and 
other Whig reformers asserted educational leadership in 
Massachusetts, using three devices that had been crucial 
in the first systematic implementing of common schools, 
in the Nether lands, thirty years before, and were being 
employed by Guizot, Cousin and their other contemporaries 
in France. These indirect but powerful interventions in 
local school management--State collection of data, 
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adoption of approved book lists, and training of 
teachers--were protested by some orthodox Protestants and 
by a powerful minority in the Massachusetts Legislature, 
but Mann and his allies triumphed over their opponents. 
The Common School that Mann and others sought to 
create was profoundly and explicitly religious, and 
saturated with moral purpose. Chapter six shows how 
this religious and moralizing function was understood, 
and how it related to the actual religious beliefs then 
prevalent in Massachusetts. Chapter seven describes the 
opposition to "common school religion," first among 
orthodox Protestants and then among the growing Roman 
Catholic population. 
In chapter eight the attempts--of varying success--
to create alternatives to the Common School with a 
distinctively Protestant or Roman Catholic character are 
described briefly. The primary focus of this chapter, 
however, is upon the horrified reaction to immigrant 
demands for Catholic schooling. Influential Protestants 
closed ranks behind the Common School. It is at this 
crisis-point of national identity, with the massive 
immigrations starting in the late 1840s, that the Common 
School passed from a proselytizing faith to something 
like an established religion, one of the dominating myths 
of American public life. 
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Chapter nine describes the triumph of the common 
school agenda in the later nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries in France and the United States, and its 
failure in the Netherlands, where parent choice has 
become the basic organizing principle of education. 
********* 
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CHAPTER ONE 
GUIZOT: THE GOVERNMENT OF MINDS 
Introduction 
Universal popular education concerned primarily with 
shaping common attitudes and loyalties was high on the 
agenda of political theorists in France in the eighteenth 
century. For the leaders of the Revolution, 
particularly in its second, more radical phase, it was a 
matter of urgency to enact a scheme of state-controlled 
schooling. The town and village schools that, in an 
unsystematic way, had taught literacy and the essentials 
of Catholic doctrine to hundreds of thousands of 
students, must be replaced by ''republican schools'' whose 
primary concern would be with the formation of citizens.l 
In support of this objective, the Decree Concerning 
Public Instruction of 29 Frimaire, Year II (December 19, 
1793)--during the Terror--placed schools under the 
surveillance of local Watch Committees, and called for 
the denunciation of teachers whose teaching was ''contrary 
to repub 1 ican laws and mora 1 i ty." Successive 
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governments devoted much of their attention, even when 
France was reeling from foreign invasion and civil war, 
to defining the objectives and requirements of popular 
education, and commissioned textbooks that would present 
a new republican orthodoxy to young citizens. 
These efforts were a complete failure. As we will 
see, parents opposed a massive resistance to republican 
education, sending their children instead to alternative 
and illegal schools that provided religious instruction. 
The confiscation of religious endowments and the wealth 
of the Catholic Church, and the proscription of religious 
orders, made schooling far less available than it had 
been under the Ancien Regime. During the chaotic decade 
of revolution popular education virtually collapsed, and 
began to be restored under Napoleon Bonaparte only by 
turning again to the Church's teaching orders and to 
local initiatives; the revolutionary program was 
abandoned. 
The radical or Jacobin program of popular education 
in the interest of the State and a new political order 
may have been a short-term failure, but it would make its 
way in modified form into the agenda of a dozen nation-
states of Europe and the Americas by mid-nineteenth 
century. When Henry Barnard compiled his §_y_§_!:_~!!!~ 
l~.§.!:l!:~!:l2~.§. ~~~ §_!:_~!:l.§.!:l£.§. 2i f~~ll£ l~.§.!:~~£!:l2~ l~ 
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Qiff~£~Q! ~~~Q!£i~~ and Emile de Laveleye his 
L' instruction du Peup!_~ (both published in 1872), it was 
with a sense that a common program of nation-building 
through schooling was taking shape in every advanced 
society. 
The Jacobin Program became the Liberal Program of 
popular schooling, a systematic effort by the State to 
intervene in and shape Society. This effort was 
promoted by political thinkers who in many other respects 
called for a limited State role. 
It was historian and statesman Francois Guizot who, 
in the 1830s, provided leadership for the successful 
implementation of the Jacobin program of "government of 
minds" in its Liberal form. His promotion of popular 
schooling was hailed by contemporaries among the American 
common school reformers as parallel to their own efforts, 
and the reports of his ally Victor Cousin on what French 
education could learn from Prussia and the Netherlands 
were translated and applied closely across the Atlantic 
as well. 
Before describing the agenda pursued by Guizot and 
Cousin in the 1830s we show how this agenda emerged in 
the eighteenth century, and describe the first, 
unsuccessful attempt to implement it during the 1790s. 
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THE RADICAL AGENDA: THE STATE AND ITS CHILDREN 
Emergence of the Program in the Eighteenth Century 
It is important to begin with a distinction between 
the actuality of widespread (though by no means 
universal) schooling under Church and private auspices, 
and the proposals for schooling that were put forward--
often with clerical or anti-clerical intent--by political 
theorists and statesmen. 
There is ample evidence that thousands of E~~i~~~ 
ecoles offered at least the rudiments of instruction to 
----
all but the most impoverished families--at least in the 
more advanced regions of France--as well as free 
schooling for many urban orphans and paupers. By 1789, 
it has been calculated, there were sufficient school 
places in Paris and Lyon, the two largest cities in the 
kingdom, to accommodate every child. In the city of 
Nancy, with 30,000 inhabitants of whom about four 
thousand were between the ages of five and thirteen, 
there were roughly 2,800 places available in schools, 
more than half of them in schools run by teaching 
congregations. In Grenoble there were fourteen fee-
charging schools for boys and thirteen for girls, while 
teaching orders offered another eight hundred free places 
for indigent families 2 . 
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A distinction should be made between the hundreds of 
one-teacher schools operated as a form of private 
enterprise by teachers who offered to develop a mastery 
of specific skills at a price--so much for reading, so 
much more for writing, extra charges for the mathematical 
operations--and the schools founded by religious orders 
or wealthy patrons to serve essentially social and 
religious purposes. 
Protestants took an early interest in schooling all 
of the children of their adherents; in Metz there were 
four Calvinist schools in 1562, ten in 1594, nineteen in 
1662. The development of Catholic-sponsored schools 
tended to be strongest in areas where Protestants were 
active. When the new bishop of Montpellier undertook, 
in 1677, a crusade to bring Protestants back to the 
Catholic Faith, his chosen instrument was village 
schools: in a decade, he increased their number from 47 
to 86. 
It was this concern that drew the State into setting 
requirements for popular schooling. A royal decree of 
1698 ordered that every parish in the kingdom maintain a 
school, and that all parents be required to send their 
children unless they had made other appropriate 
(Catholic) arrangements; this was actually aimed 
exclusively at Protestants and recent converts from the 
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Reformed Faith. In many dioceses teaching orders were 
founded to reach the children of poor and middle class 
families alike (though usually separately) with the 
principles of the Counter-Reformation. Some historians 
date the effective "christianization" of France not to 
Clovis and Martin of Tours, but to this seventeenth-
century effort of popular instruction.3 
The attitude of social and political theorists 
toward popular education was ambivalent. Some feared 
that half-educated peasants would fall prey to radical 
ideas or grow discontented with following the plough. 
Voltaire wrote that the common people should be guided, 
not instructed; they lacked the leisure to become 
enlightened, and should be content to follow the example 
of their superiors. 4 
Others were convinced, however, that the hold of the 
Catholic Church and of "superstition" could be broken 
only by education firmly under the control of the State. 
Thus the moralist Mably warned that good citizens could 
be formed only by public and universal schooling, while 
Breton parliamentarian La Chalotais claimed, in a widely-
noted essay written in 1763 as part of a concerted attack 
on the Jesuits,5 
the right to demand for the Nation an education 
that will depend upon the State alone; because 
it belongs essentially to it, because every 
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nation has an inalienable and imprescriptible 
right to instruct its members, and finally 
because the children of the State should be 
educated by members of the State. It is 
then only by delivering us from this monkish 
spirit which for more than two centuries 
has embarrassed civilized states by all kinds of 
obstacles, that it will be possible to succeed in 
establishing a basis for a general education. 
Perhaps the most distinguished statesman of 
eighteenth-century France, the economist Turgot, argued 
for a system of "national education'' to train citizens, 
with prescribed textbooks to assure that "the study of 
the duties of a citizen and of a member of a family and 
of the State would be the foundation of all other 
studies, which would be arranged in the order of their 
utility to the country. Education in the hands of the 
State wou 1 d create the sense of common citizenship that 
Turgot felt essential to a healthy social and political 
system, and would weaken the influence of "different 
social orders which have no real unity•. 6 
Some went further. Morelly urged, in his f.29.~ of 
Nature (1755), that ''at the age of five children shall be 
taken from their parents and educated communally at 
government expense and on uniform lines". Du Pont de 
Nemours promised the king that the educational reforms he 
was proposing would totally transform the nation, make it 
"unrecognizable," in ten years. Baron Holbach, 
notorious for his outspoken atheism, saw education as the 
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most effective way to free the people from the two powers 
most hostile to their progress, kings and priests. 7 
It was Rousseau, however, who applied this logic 
most consistently and influentially. Man must be 
molded to virtue, he argued, and this was the highest 
calling of the political leader: "He who dares to 
undertake the formation of a people must feel himself 
capable of changing human nature itself, and of 
transforming each individual .. 8 Government should 
seek to shape not simply the behavior of citizens but 
their will, their loyalties and their ways of 
understanding themselves and the world. In Emile 
Rousseau described how this could be accomplished by 
arranging a series of experiences through which virtue 
would be acquired without effort and indeed without 
conscious intent. 
To the Poles Rousseau insisted that "it is education 
that must give to souls a national strength, and so 
direct their opinions and their tastes that they will be 
patriots by inclination, by passion, by necessity." To 
this end, youth must not be allowed even to play by 
themselves or following their own preferences, but must 
a 1 ways do so "together and in pub 1 ic, so that they w i 11 
always have a common purpose to which all aspire 
[so as] to be accustomed early to rules, to equality, to 
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fraternity, to competitions, to live under the gaze of 
their fellow citizens and to desire public approval.''9 
In his political writing, Rouuseau stressed that 
purposeful national unity capable of imposing (or 
developing) universal virtue required not only the 
State control of the education of children but also 
continual reinforcement through public ceremonies and 
through civil religion. Competing loyalties must not be 
tolerated; the General Will would be weakened by the 
existence of ''partial associations'' within the State. 
Catholic leaders seeking to achieve spiritual 
hegemony and political thinkers seeking to limit--if not 
eliminate--the influence of the Church were agreed that 
the formation of attitudes and loyalties was a more 
significant aspect of education than the acquisition of 
skills. For eighteenth-century ggllQ~Q2Q~~, 
Physiocrats and parliamentarians alike it was above all 
essential to limit the educational role of the Church by 
placing schools under the jurisdiction and guidance of 
the State, to "put schools into an immediate dependence 
upon the government" (Guyton de Morveau).lO 
The Revolution that began in 1789 and continuously 
unfolded over the following decade was not at first 
greatly concerned with education; the cahiers prepared 
in every part of France by the three estates give 
35 
schooling (in the sense of the need for more literacy) 
only passing attention. It was as it became clear that 
the old order--contrary to the expectations of almost all 
parties--had in fact been overthrown that legislators and 
polemicists turned to the more complex task of making 
that political change real in the soul of the nation. 
Just as Catholic leaders a century before had relied upon 
schooling to implement the Counter-Reformation, so the 
Jacobins saw it as essential to creating citizens with an 
equally fervent commitment to the Republic. 
To a striking extent it is clear that the power of 
the Catholic Church over the souls of the people--or what 
they imagined that power to be--was not only hated but 
also envied by the Jacobin and other radical leaders of 
the French Republic. They wanted not only to liberate 
the Sons of the Republic from the yoke of theocracy, as 
Marie-Joseph Chenier put it in a much-admired discourse, 
but also to create an equally strong attachment to the 
Republic itself. 
In November 1791, for example, a decree of the 
National Assembly required that all clergy take an oath 
of loyalty to the new constitution, and threatened that 
any who fa i 1 ed to do so wou 1 d be considered "suspect of 
revolt against the law and of sinister intent toward the 
Patrie."' Even more affirmative measures to limit the 
------
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independent influence of the Church were called for: 11 
Since it is of utmost importance that the people 
be enlightened with regard to the snares which 
are constantly being set for them in the matter 
of so-called religious opinions, the National 
Assembly exorts all worthy souls to renew their 
efforts and increase their teachings against 
fanaticism; it declares that it will regard as a 
public benefit the writings which are within the 
capacity of citizens of rural areas it 
shall have such writings printed at State 
expense, and shall compensate the authors thereof. 
In conscious imitation of the Church, the National 
Convention ordered a new calendar (October 1793), "freed 
from all the errors which credulity and superstitious 
routine have handed down to us from centuries of 
ignorance." Robespierre instituted the Cult of the 
Supreme Being and of Nature in May 1794, and countless 
ceremonies were held in all parts of France. 12 The 
Republic sought to draw to itself the prestige and 
authority, the ability to gain loyalty and to shape 
values, that it attributed to the Church. 
State-controlled schooling was an essential element 
of this program. As a colleague of Robespierre wrote in 
his Elements of Republicanism (Year I: 1793), consisting 
"largely of paraphrases of the f2B!I~! ~2Q!~! and 
elaborations of Rousseau's arguments," 
You will lose the younger generation by 
abandoning it to parents with prejudices and 
ignorance who give it the defective tint which 
they have themselves. Therefore, let the 
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Fatherland take hold of children who are born for 
it alone 
And Robespierre himself told the National Convention, the 
same year, that "I am convinced of the necessity of 
operating a total regeneration, and, if I may express 
myself in this way, of creating a new people." 13 
The Ideal School of the Revolution 
A municipal report prepared in Par is under the 
Consulate of Napoleon Bonaparte and his colleages, at the 
end of the year 1800, complained that visits just made to 
several elementary schools by municipal authorities 
revealed that "public instruction is not yet at its 
dawn." 14 
The elementary schools are in a deplorable 
situation. It is nevertheless true that the 
earliest impressions are the most lasting. It 
would therefore be important that liberal ideas 
and republican morality be presented to youth 
with the earliest rays of their intelligence, as 
soon as they have a sense of good and evil. But 
what are they being taught today in elementary 
schools? They learn to read, to write, to 
calculate. Can this purely mechanical education 
suffice to prepare man for happiness? The 
citizen magistrate cannot think so .... 
Several years earlier, in a more optimistic mood, 
the municipal authorities in Paris had proclaimed that 
"our children will be republicans . . they will be 
orators". 15 Later the same year (1798) they boasted 16 
38 
already the young students are no longer taken to 
mass or to other religious ceremonies; already 
(finally) elementary books have entirely chased 
away the books of superstition in most schools . 
. . instruction is taking great strides toward 
its perfection. Emulation is reborn; the public 
examinations on the fetes decadaires 
contribute remarkably .. to -t1ie-conver-sTon-oi 
their parents 
The reference here is to the "republican" textbooks 
prepared at the orders of the national authorities as a 
substitute for the catechisms and devotional texts which 
had been employed in elementary schools under the Ancien 
Regime. These "elementary books'' included an edition of 
the Rights of Man (adopted 1789), of the Constitution, 
and a specially-prepared book called The Heroic Traits of 
French Republicans (intended to substitute for the lives 
of the saints). Others written in response to large 
prizes offered by the Convention included a g~p!:!_~li.S:~!! 
Cathechism and Republican Epistles and Gospels. 
The f~!~~ £i.s:~£~i!:~~' by which the Repub 1 ic 
attempted to provide a substitute for Sunday religious 
observances, are referred to in another municipal 
document a few months later. In many communities, the 
Paris authorities report, the schoolmasters and 
schoolmistresses have their students recite, each decadi, 
moral, scientific and "always republican'' discourses. 17 
The expectations for this republican education were 
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high. "It is the role of teachers to complete and to 
confirm for ever the French Revo 1 uti on! .. what g 1 ory 
awaits those who fulfil it worthily!'' wrote one local 
schoo 1 commit tee, whi 1 e another proc 1 aimed that "to 
enlighten the people is to destroy kings!" 18 
For another perspective on these expectations, as 
they were interpretated by teachers anxious to show their 
loyalty to the Republic, we can turn to petitions 
addressed to the authorities, asking that the 
successfully competing private schools be suppressed. A 
schoolmistress in Paris, citoyenne Roget, wrote19 
The law forbids fanaticising the hearts of 
children. I have made my students take back home 
their catechisms, their gospels. I have 
banished from my classrooms all emblems of 
fanaticism, replacing them with the Constitution 
and the Rights of Man, with the liberty bonnet. 
Fathers and mothers seeing these changes have 
taken their children [out of her school] .. 
Regenerators of all Frenchmen, I demand of you a 
severe law against fanaticised schools • . .. I 
have made a joyful bonfire of the pictures of the 
king and queen, of the traitors Lafayette and 
Bailly. My students have shouted Vive la 
g~E~£lls~~· I make them sing republicanl1-ymns 
every day (after class) with the refrain Vive la 
Republigue!. ---- --
In a similar vein, a schoolmaster in Eure-et-Loir 
describes his republican school to the authorities: 20 
In the morning school opens with a republican 
prayer; in the evening it concludes by the pious 
singing of hymns of Liberty. I have suppressed 
all the books of the old regime; reading consists 
only of the Rights of Man, the Constitution, the 
statutes , and i s sues of f._~ .!'_~.!:_~ Q~~h~!:!~ [ a 
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radical publication]. I make my students 
celebrate the decadis. This direction doesn't 
please everybody-~-.. Since we are using a 
suppressed church for our classes, we have made 
it a Hall of the Friends of the Constitution and 
of Liberty. With the greatest joy I 
knocked down the symbols of the gods which were 
stuck up in niches . (many people hoped I 
wou 1 d break my neck, but I knew that nothing 
could resist a true republican) . We have 
replaced these mummeries with the names of Marat, 
our friend, Le Pelletier [a Jacobin leader who 
had proposed that children be taken from their 
parents at the age of five and raised by the 
State] and other great men ... 
To summarize the intention of the Revolution with 
respect to its schools, we cannot do better than to quote 
Danton's celebrated speech to the National Convention, in 
which he declared that21 
It is time to re-establish the grand principle, 
which seems too much misunderstood, that children 
belong to the Republic more than they do to their 
parents. We must say to parents: we are not 
snatching them away from you, your children, but 
you may not withhold them from the influence of 
the Nation. And what can the interests of an 
individual matter to us beside national 
interests? ... It is in national schools that 
children must suck republican milk. The Republic 
is one and indivisible; public instruction must 
also be related to this center of unity 
The claim could not be stated more plainly; it would 
not again be stated quite so bluntly, even under the 
Third Republic. Other rhetoric was found, more 
acceptable arguments, but we will see that Danton's 
purpose has always been an element in the agenda of 
public education, whether in its radical or its liberal 
form. 
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Albert Duruy (1844-1887), son of the great education 
minister of Napoleon III, Victor Duruy, directed a 
telling critique against this program; it is worth 
quoting at length.22 Duruy, did not write as a 
Catholic apologist, though he was strongly anti-Jacobin. 
Such was the pedagogy of the legislator of Year 
IV. Do not ask about its philosophy or its 
morality. It has none of its own; it has those 
which are furnished to it by the government. 
In man it sees only one thing: the active 
citizen, the voter. Duty is made to consist 
solely in the love of the Republic and in 
obedience to republican commandments. Its 
gospel, its law, its ideal, its all, is the 
Constitution; it has nothing else. 
Now, take the child and ask yourself if the old 
state of affairs didn't correspond better to his 
spirit; if he didn't receive from it a more 
lasting and healthy imprint. Compare the two 
systems: on the one side, the narrow and 
limited cult of a form of government, that is of 
an object essentially uncertain, contingent, an 
abstract cult, incapable of speaking to the 
senses and thus to the imagination, dry and cold 
as a theorem in geometry; on the other side an 
unchangeable doctrine, embracing in its breadth 
the entire human mind, preaching all forms of 
duty, at one moment opening to the imagination 
the dazzling perspective of eternal felicities, 
at another showing, in this life, the horrors of 
damnation; here, solemn declarations, pompous 
formulas, generalities and words empty of meaning 
for young minds: the Social Contract, the 
Sovereign People, the unity and indivisibility of 
the Republic; there, always images and forms 
which are concrete, tangible, always movement, 
color and life, le bon Dieu in the clouds, the 
Virgin in glory, a-sky-peopled with pink angels 
and a hell full to the brim with little boys who 
were naughty. 
What a contrast, how conclusive and compelling! 
How strongly the superiority of the old pedagogy 
leaps out! So much loftier and yet so much more 
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accessible, broader and yet more understandable! 
I can well imagine the small-time 
politician [~~~!i£~~~i~~], the party loyalist 
[clubiste], above all the blow-hard [bavard] this 
boy wi 11 become, nourished by revolutionary 
slogans and commonplaces; I search in vain for 
the upright and honest man that the church 
schools used to produce. 
It was in the same spirit that even the "Constitutional" 
bishops, those reconciled with the Republic, resolved as 
early as 1795 that each parish should organize a school. 
In 1797 they warned parents, "Don't expect much from the 
arid and pompous teachings which they seek to substitute 
for the elements of religion.'' We can imagine how much 
more strongly the non-juring priests to whom millions of 
Catholics looked for leadership condemned the schools of 
the Republic! 23 
Conflict over Implementation 
Those who sought to implement the radical program of 
popular education were continually frustrated both by 
teachers and by parents. Those teachers who were 
"patriots'' were too often incompetent, while the more 
experienced teachers tended to be former priests or nuns 
and not to be trusted to teach pure republican morality. 
And parents seemed to prefer the bad old instruction of 
catechism and Bible stories, often refusing to send their 
children to the public schools. Since teachers were 
largely dependent upon the fees paid by parents, this put 
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continual pressure on them to provide what the parents 
demanded, despite the surveillance of public authorities. 
It appears that, by most measures, popular education 
actually worsened after the adoption of the educational 
program of the Revolution. In the Department of the 
Seine by the end of 1796 there were less than 1,200 
students against a potential enrollment of 200,000. Of 
599 communes in Meuse-et-Moselle, 566 had at least one 
school in 1789, at the start of the Revolution, but only 
about 200 had schools a decade later. Meanwhile 
"private'' schools, often taught by men or women who had 
previously worked in Church-sponsored schools (or who 
were priests needing to support themselves) flourished. 
In the Seine (Paris region) in 1798 there were 2,000 
private schools but only 56 public elementary schools. 24 
While under the Convention administration in general 
was in deplorable condition, the Directory (1795-99) was 
a time of generally strong and stable government. An 
attempt was made to tighten up the implementation of a 
system of national schools. In a message to the 
legislative body (October 1798) the government observed 
that the education statute of 3 Brumaire remained valid, 
but little had been done to implement it; with the 
exception of a very few departments, elementary schools 
did not exist at all or had a very precarious existence. 
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This would be corrected now by vigorous measures, 
including turning churches over to local authorities to 
use as schools, after pulling down their gothic 
bell towers. The Directory would issue fixed rules for 
instruction, would designate schoolbooks strictly, and 
would issue basal readers purified of superstitions. 
Such central leadership was needed if the radical 
program was to be implemented. The reports filed with 
the Directory by authorities in each of the cantons of 
the Aube on the state of "the talents and morality of the 
teachers of youth, the principles which they profess, and 
the morality of youth'' reveal how much remained to be 
done. In the instructions for this inquiry, they were 
reminded that the law of 3 Brumaire ''severely prescribed 
the teaching of any religious cult" in the schools; it is 
clear from the replies that they were very aware of their 
impotence, despite government directives, to overcome the 
resistance of parents and of many teachers. 
from some of these reports follow:25 
Selections 
* .. education is still in its swaddling 
clothes . teachers have not yet dared to 
confront the erroneous principles of certain 
parents .. all promise to support the views of 
the government .. I like to believe that they 
are in good faith, but I will watch scrupulously 
to assure myself of it. 
* It's not that their morality is inferior; 
their principles are in fact superior, because 
they are republicans, but they will teach 
according to custom until the government takes 
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measures which oblige the parents of students to 
conform themselves to the new mode of instruction 
* I believe it will be difficult to find 
good republicans to fill these positions because 
of the affronts which they experience; it will 
also be very difficult to introduce into their 
classes the [prescribed] elementary books unless 
the government takes measures to force teachers 
to use them 
* Who do we have in our area to teach 
youth? Former school-masters, holding on to old 
prejudices, indoctrinated by refractory and 
fanatical priests, making their students read in 
books filled with superstitious and lying 
rhetoric .. 
* all religious books are absolutely banned 
from the schools, at least in the public class, 
but I have a strong suspicion that everything is 
taught as in the past, such as the gospel, the 
catechism, ''Christian thoughts'' etc. What to 
do! shrug the shoulders and groan. To 
revive republican spirit, it would be necessary 
that it have existed, but it has not yet been 
born. 
Education ~ Compulsion 
"Citizen legislators," one complaining teacher 
wrote, "for how long will you permit true patriots to be 
oppressed?" He was facing competition from several 
priests and other persons who had organized schools, and 
found that many parents preferred to entrust their 
children to them rather than to the "patriotic" school. 
Another petitioner asked that parents (he described them 
as "rebel and aristocrat," though he certainly did not 
mean by this that they were members of the noblesse) who 
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failed to send their children to the public schools be 
subjected to a heavy fine. "National teachers will be 
useless," another insisted, "until parents are required 
to send their children" to their schools.26 
This theme of compulsion toward parents was 
expressed again and again; nothing more clearly reveals 
the insecurity of a regime which, while claiming to 
represent the People, was in fact almost exclusively 
middle-class in its support, and thus represented a very 
small part of the population. The People would have to 
be educated to be worthy of their new Liberty, and this 
whether they wished to be or not. As a leading orator 
argued in the Council of Five Hundred, the legislative 
body of the Directory, it was only logical for the 
Revolution to make attendance in its schools obligatory, 
in the name of Liberty itself. 27 After all, if parents 
are friends of the present order of things, they 
will conform to the laws which it has established 
and will not recoil from confiding their children 
to republican teachers; if they are its enemies, 
I fail to see how you could claim for them a 
liberty which they would only abuse! 
An emphasis upon the po 1 it ica 1 consequences of 
permitting parents to choose schools which educated on 
the basis of the religious "prejudices" from which the 
parents themselves needed to be awakened is a common 
theme of government documents at this time, much more so 
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than a concern about whether reading or writing is being 
taught adequately. For example, the administration of 
the Department of the Seine (Paris and vicinity) called 
for a rigorous inspection of schools.28 "Otherwise," it 
was feared, 
there will be two sorts of education in the 
Republic: in the public schools, our children 
will be raised on the principles of pure morality 
and republicanism; in private schools, they will 
suck the prejudices of superstition and of 
intolerance; thus the diversity of opinions, 
fanaticism, hatred will perpetuate themselves 
from generation to generation. 
The government of the Directory (1795-1799), 
although it brought to an end the lawlessness and near-
anarchy of the Terror, was no less determined to carry 
out what could be called the "cultural'' objectives of the 
Revolution, including its radical education program. 
The first phase of the Directory was a relatively liberal 
period of reaction against the excesses of the Terror, 
and consolidation of middle-class control over against 
the Paris mob which had been such a powerful factor in 
revolutionary politics. During this period private 
schools seem to have been permitted to begin or resume 
operation in many areas. The coup of 18 Fructidor, Year 
V (September 4, 1797) opened a new phase in which "three 
categories of persons were the particular object of 
attack: brigands, emigres, and priests." A law adopted 
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in 1795 but not effectively enforced, forbidding public 
religious ceremonies and ordering the destruction of 
outward symbols of worship (like crosses on buildings) 
was revived; some two thousand priests were imprisoned 
and ordered deported to Guiana; the observance of the 
revolutionary calendar and "Tenth Day worship" were 
promoted with "consuming zea1.•• 29 
Particular severity was shown toward teachers who 
failed to observe the new calendar. The Minister of the 
Interior wrote to departmental authorities about 
particular teachers who, it was reported, had failed to 
bring their students to the festivals of the Republic, 
and municipal authorities closed schools for the same 
offense. One local official wrote that ignorance itself 
was less dangerous than to allow the teaching of ''lies, 
error, prejudices and bad habits," and an envoy of the 
Directory urged that it would be better to have no 
schools at all in a community than to allow "pretended 
schools where [future] men learn to prefer 
ridiculous illusions above their fatherland and their 
most sacred duties.''30 
The Directory was responsive to the complaints which 
it received from "true patriots'' about the failure of the 
radical educational program; in 1798 it resolved to take 
vigorous measures to3l 
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arrest the progress of the fatal principles which 
a crowd of private teachers seeks to inspire in 
their pupils, and to cause republican education 
to blossom and prosper. 
In a decree adopted early that year the Directory 
ordered each municipal administration to visit all 
private schools within their jurisdictions at least once 
a month and on an unpredictable schedule.32 These 
visits were to determine: 
l. whether the private schoolmasters take care 
to put in the hands of their students, as the 
basis for their earliest instruction, the Rights 
of Man, the Constitution and the elementary books 
adopted by the Convention; 
2. whether they observe the decadis, celebrate 
the republican festivals, andho-nor- one another 
with the title "Citizen''; 
3. finally, nutrition, hygiene and discipline. 
The political and culture-shaping concerns are 
clearly to the fore; there is no mention at all of 
whether students are learning to read and write and 
calculate. 
No effort was spared, by the Directory, to convey a 
sense of urgency about the enforcement of educational 
policy. As Letourneux wrote, in the fevered rhetoric 
characteristic of the period, 33 
It will only be by such zeal and by constant 
surveillance that you will be able to snatch 
republican education from that sort of nullity 
into which the enemies of the laws and of the 
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government have worked to plunge it to date, and 
give a final blow to those monstrous institutions 
in which royalism and superstition still agitate 
against the genius of liberty and of philosophy. 
It is against these lairs of royal and 
superstitious fanaticism, where greedy 
speculators smother in their vile and sordid bias 
the precious seeds of republican virtues and rob 
the Fatherland of its fondest hopes in the coming 
generation, that the Directory summons a 11 your 
vigilance and your activity. 
The reports of municipal authorities in Paris 
reflect these new initiatives to implement the radical 
education program. It had been especially helpful, they 
wrote, that the Directory ordered all public officials 
and employees to send their children to public schools; 
nevertheless, additional measures were necessary. In 
the first place, all private teachers would be subject to 
screening by a committee before they were allowed to 
operate a school. At present, as fast as the 
authorities ordered the closing of a school, it opened 
again under the name of the teacher's cook or another 
subterfuge! In the second, all schools would now be 
considered "public places," and thus it would be illegal 
to have religious symbols displayed there. 
The authorities stated3 4 that 
Crucifixes found in several schools have provoked 
this measure, and it is particularly necessary to 
raise a wall of separation between education and 
the cults because many former nuns have become 
teachers and act as if they were still in their 
conventsand in front of their boarding-students. 
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A Prescribed Curriculum 
The Committee on Public Education established by the 
Convention saw the development of a range of elementary 
texts as a principal means of overcoming the difficulties 
caused by an uncertain and uneven teaching body. In 
addition, until such texts were available schools would 
inevitably continue to use those provided under the 
Ancien Regime, the catechisms, lives of saints, and other 
material which was considered so much poison for young 
minds. The Convention therefore offered substantal cash 
prizes for new works which would serve this purpose. 
One of those most widely referred to in the 
administrative reports is the g~E~~li£~~ ~~!~£Ql~~· 
This work answers in verse, intended to be memorized, 
such questions as "What are the rights of men and 
citizens?'' and "What is God?'' In answer to the latter 
question, students would learn, 35 
I don't know what he is, but I see his work 
He escapes my senses, but speaks to my heart. 
This response strikes the master chord of ''public school 
religion" as it was to emerge in the first half of the 
nineteenth century, in the Netherlands and the United 
States, as well as in France. 
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The Convention also endorsed a Republican Epistles 
and Q~~E~l~, ~~!~£hl~~ ~f ~~E~~ll£~~ ~~£~1l!y, a 
~~E~~ll£~~ ~h~~gh!~ f~£ ~~£h Q~y, a ~~E~~11£~~ ~~~. a 
Uniyersal Catechism, a Principles of Republican ~orality, 
~~ ~1~~~~!~£Y !~~!£~£!1~~ ~~ ~~E~~11£~~ ~~£~11!y, a 
~anua1 for Young Republicans, a Republican Grammar, and 
other works along the same line. In addition to these 
books in competition with the Catholic catechisms, lives 
of saints, and selections from Scripture, the Convention 
sponsored a variety of ''service books'' for use during 
republican worship on the ~i£~~1~, such as gy~~~ ~~~ 
Prayers for Use in Temples of Reason. 
The ~~E~~11£~~ ~P1~!1~~ ~~~ Q~~P~l~ devoted its 
first epistle to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and its first 
Gospel began by describing the prediction of the 
''revolutionary of Judea'' that priests would always be 
scoundrels. The author was "obsessed with his extreme 
hatred toward monarchy and religion," and attributed to 
them the intention of filling the earth with blood in 
order to increase their luxury. The National Convention 
awarded him a prize of 1500 francs.3 6 
The Alphabet for Sans-Culottes, or First Elements of 
~~p~~11£~~ ~~~£~!1~~ asked, "What are the virtues of 
~~~~~£~1~!!~~l" and answered, simply, "every virtue," 
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provided, for the young reader, detailed descriptions of 
the decapitation of Louis XVI and Marie-Antoinette, a 
somewhat risky proposition in view of contemporary 
attempts by the "underground" Church to promote them as 
Catholic martyrs. Another book approved for elementary 
school use was "essentially a sex manual for patriotic 
mothers and fathers," advising them against intercourse 
during pregnancy, for the sake of the Fatherland!3 7 
When the Directory turned, in 1798, to an attempt at 
strict enforcement of the radical education program, it 
determined to replace the ''vicious•• system of teaching 
spelling with new syllabaries freed from their 
superstitious elements. Local authorities were 
directed, as we have seen, to check on the texts being 
employed in private as well as public schools, to assure 
that all conformed with republican standards. The 
reports that came back were discouraging; parents 
persisted in sending their children off to school with 
the Christian books that had been used for so long, and 
most teachers did not dare to counter the wishes of those 
who paid their fees. Many teachers were themselves 
determined to continue to use their familiar books and to 
teach a faith that they shared.38 
And despite the boast of some teachers, that they 
used the new "patriotic" hymns and prayers in their 
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classes, the reports of school visits show how stubbornly 
the old practices continued. One inspector, for 
example, reports that he found eighteen students and 
their teacher at prayer in the old fashion and that, when 
he threatened to submit a complaint, the teacher was 
unmoved. Such responses were perhaps to be expected, 
given the high number of former nuns who were teachers 
(and who perhaps continued to live in little communities, 
by twos and threes). In Troyes, for example, of 24 
schoolmistresses, 13 had been nuns; all seemed attached 
to religion. The reports note "Catechism, prayers, 
Latin - everything is there!'' or "Very religious, devout, 
bigoted, hypocritical,'' or "honeyed, sweet, reverential, 
but conniving''.39 
Teachers were not the only ones to resist the 
directly anti-religious (or, at any event, anti-Catholic) 
character of the prescribed texts. In at least one 
community the mothers invaded the school and destroyed 
the republican books. The Republic found itself locked 
in a struggle with parents over the education of their 
children; ''Citizen Minister,'' one local official warned, 
"don't expect anything without a regenerative violence, 
since the stubbornness of parents is such that it can 
only be overcome by conquering it."40 In many others 
only those schools which did not use them had fees-paying 
students, and so we hear again the complaint that the 
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''culpable prosperity'' of private schools ''seems to grow 
as a result of the perversity of the principles which 
youth receive there."41 Only under the Consulate did 
leaders like Fourcroy begin to recognize that, if private 
schools were prospering and public schools withering 
away, there must be something that public authorities 
could learn from that fact. 
Collapse of the "Republican School" 
Discouraging reports were received from all areas 
two years later when First Consul Napoleon Bonaparte sent 
out a number of top administrators to assess the success 
of the measures taken by the Directory to implement a 
system of popular education. It was their conclusion 
that the efforts of the previous regime had been doomed 
to failure because of their defiance of the convictions 
of parents. One of them observed that the failure to 
execute the law resulted from "the lack of moral 
education which conformed to the prejudices and habits of 
parents.•.4 2 
These commissioners were no supporters of religion, 
but they saw religious education as an ''inevitable evil." 
The preceding decade had been a disaster for education, 
with many children missing even the inadequate schooling 
available under . ~ . the Anc1en Reg1me. The chemist 
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Fourcroy, who had earlier expressed his determination to 
continue Voltaire's work and "crush this infamous 
religion," and had served as president of the Jacobin 
Club, wrote to the First Consul that his inspection trip 
had shattered his views on popular education. 43 
It is an error of some modern Etll2~2EQ~~. into 
which I was drawn myself, to believe in the 
possibility of an education widespread enough to 
destroy religious prejudices. The war in 
the Vendee has given modern governments a lesson 
which the pretensions of philosophy would seek in 
vain to nullify. 
The French Revolution was political far more than it 
was social or economic, and the primary agenda of its 
schools was correspondingly political. It was to create 
patriots, loyalists, fervent republicans; their literacy 
or more advanced skills were of comparatively slight 
importance. The quasi-religious observances, the 
prescribed texts, the anxiety about teachers with other 
loyalties show how seriously this effort was taken as the 
extension and guarantee of the work of the Revolution. 
The motivation was essentially very little different 
from that of the Catholic Church under the Ancien Regime: 
to bring up children in the True Faith, in the 
expectation that they would continue faithful adults. 
It was precisely this congruence of goals that set the 
stage for the !~!!~ ~~2!~i~~ that has troubled France, 
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intermittently, ever since. After all, if the sole 
concern of the State were to assure that its citizens 
possessed a variety of communication and computation 
skills, it would have no quarrel with the Church pursuing 
an entirely different agenda. But when the State is 
concerned to win the hearts of its citizens, and sees 
divisions of belief and values as profoundly threatening, 
there can be nothing but war between the State and any 
religious community which will not surrender the hearts 
of its children willingly. So it was to be in France. 
FROM RADICAL TO LIBERAL EDUCATIONAL AGENDA 
Education Reform under the Bourbon Restoration 
In the "false dawn" of Napoleon's first exile, in 
1814, and in the early years of the restored Bourbon 
monarchy, popular education became a matter of intense 
interest among the intellectual and political elite. 
Popular ignorance, it seemed to them, had been the cause 
both of the excesses of the Terror and a 1 so of the 
acceptance of Napoleonic tyranny. Education of the 
common people would create the conditions upon which a 
stable political order depended. 
Too much in France had changed for the restored 
monarchy to turn back the clock to 1788. One of the 
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results of the Napoleonic era was the development of a 
new class of officials accustomed to broad 
responsibilities, and of businessmen who had provisioned 
great armies and traded across occupied Europe. As 
the statesman Mole wrote, "only the new interests and the 
new men possess energy and ski 11 in France. Have them 
on your side or perish!''44 Another heritage was the 
Napoleonic organization of a wide range of institutions 
on a strongly centralized and rationalized basis. 
Despite the hostility of a revived Catholic Church--an 
important ally of the Bourbons--to the University, with 
its authority over all secondary and higher education, 
the monarchy could not bring itself to abolish such a 
significant instrument of central control. 
It was in this period that there emerged for the 
first time in France a well-informed middle class 
"public'' with a concern for reform and popular education. 
The Society for Elementary Education seemed, for a time 
at least, to have the potential of playing the same role 
for France that the Society for the General Welfare 
(Maatschappij tot Nut van •t Algemeen) had played for the 
Netherlands. Among its original members, indeed, was 
scientist Georges Cuvier, who had praised the work of the 
"Nut" in his influential study on Dutch education. At 
their first meeting, in June 1815, the members declared 
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themsel ves45 
convinced that education is the primary means to 
form virtuous men, friends of order, submissive 
to the laws, intelligent and hard-working, and 
that nothing else can serve as a useful and 
permanent foundation for the happiness and the 
true liberty of nations. 
Like the Nut, the new Society founded schools for 
poor children in various parts of the country, encouraged 
new forms of instruction and teacher training, and 
sponsored the writing and publication of schoolbooks with 
a heavily moralistic emphasis. The society also 
appointed inspectors to visit its schools regularly and 
assure that their programs were of a uniform quality. 
One historian notes that ''France was seized with a true 
fever for schooling;" it would be more accurate to say 
that middle class reformers were seized with a fever to 
school the children of the poor. By 1820 there were 
1,300 schools providing ''mutual" or ''monitorial" 
instruction to some 150,000 students.46 
Mutual instruction was concerned primarily to teach 
basic skills in the most efficient manner possible, not 
to shape the values and beliefs of its students. This 
is a principal reason why it did not find favor in the 
Netherlands, where the moral purpose of schooling was 
always kept clearly to the forefront, and why Horace Mann 
would later disapprove of it. In France the new schools 
founded by the Society for Elementary Instruction came 
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into conflict with those run by the Catholic teaching 
orders, even in the literal sense of students fighting in 
the streets. Soon the enthusiasm for reform through 
popular education began to wane, and by 1830 the Society 
was supporting only a handful of schools, and its 
membership was reduced and apathetic.47 
The failure of the mutual school movement refutes 
the contention of nee-Marxist historians, that popular 
education took shape as a result of the determination of 
capitalists to develop a labor force broken to the 
discipline of the factory. No form of education ever 
conceived has been as factory-like as the mutual school, 
with its extreme stress upon efficiency and discipline, 
and indeed the Society for Elementary Education was first 
proposed at a meeting of the proto-capitalist Society to 
Encourage National Industry. 48 Despite the support of 
many wealthy and powerful individuals--much more so than 
corresponding efforts in the Netherlands and in 
Massachusetts--the effort was ultimately a failure. 
The comparative success of the efforts of Guizot, 
Cousin and other middle-class reformers in the 1830s can 
be attributed to the fact that, like their contemporary 
Horace Mann, they stressed the moral and ''generically'' 
religious content of schooling. It was this, rather 
than efficient instruction in basic skills, that could 
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attract broad support among the local notables, 
advocates, physicians, notaries, businessmen upon whose 
efforts the implementation of any program ultimately 
depended. 
The Doctrinaires 
In the flourishing of political thought under the 
Restoration, the group that came to be called "the 
Doctrinaires''--Royer-Collard, Barante, Guizot, de 
Broglie, de Remusat--have a particular significance for 
the development of the State agenda for popular education 
under the next regime. They occupied the left-center 
of the political spectrum: opposed to attempts to 
restore vestiges of privilege from what they considered 
the "feudal" eighteenth century, hostile to the power of 
the Catholic Church though not to religion as such, 
determined to protect individual liberties won by the 
Revolution of 1789, but equally determined to prevent a 
recurrence of the chaos of 1792, believers in progress 
and in property. 
In economic thinking the Doctrinaires were liberals 
influenced by Adam Smith and the example of triumphant 
Britain. They believed that the unrestricted actions 
of individuals combine to serve the common good, and that 
the privileges of guilds and associations were medieval 
62 
relics and harmful to progress. Society should, in the 
same way, be unencumbered of the "artificial'' 
restrictions of class, family, religious or regional 
loy a 1 ties, to permit unrestricted 1 iberty. The 
individual should have no intermediaries between himself 
and the State, whose role should be reduced to a 
necessary minimum. All individuals should be equal 
before the Law--this was the significance that they saw 
in the Revolution of 1789--with the enlightened middle 
class providing the leadership to which its qualities 
entitled it. 49 
Since the enlightened middle class was the active 
expression of society as a whole, a government based on a 
narrow means-tested suffrage that gave power to this 
class would, in Guizot's mind, be rooted in the living 
reality of needs and forces; it would be a government 
created by the action of society. Such a government 
could not in turn be passive, since it was the head of 
society, the instrument by which the middle class exerted 
its leadership. "Governments, Guizot wrote, ''must be 
capable of supporting and guiding univeral 
development.• 50 
Guizot and his political allies counted upon the 
support of the new middle class that was emerging as the 
French economy entered the industrial age, and that 
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suffered in the slow-down of the late 1820s. While 
Guizot himself made a brilliant career, serving 
eventually as prime minister for a decade, his 
background--provincial, Protestant, making a start in 
journalism on education and other social issues--was 
similar to that of the education reformers in the 
Netherlands a generation earlier, and of his 
contemporaries James Carter and Horace Mann in 
Massachusetts. 
The Threat of Social Disintegration 
While welcoming the disappearance of inherited 
privilege and institutions which restricted liberty, the 
Doctrinaires saw (before Toqueville) that this created a 
new danger of unrestricted central authority. "The 
revolution has left nothing standing except individuals," 
wrote Royer-Collard, 
d' admini stres ... 5l 
"We have become un £~_1:1_£1~ 
The political task that the Doctrinaires set for 
themselves was to build on the ruins left by the previous 
twenty-five years; not to rebuild the Ancien Regime, but 
to create a rational form of government, a dispassionate 
politics founded upon science. Society could be 
transformed, they believed, and human nature perfected by 
a judicious application of new principles. 
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How could such a deliberate'policy of political, 
social, even human reconstruction be reconciled with the 
limited role which the Doctrinaires, as liberals of their 
period, were w i 11 ing to assign to government? Guizot 
wrote in 1821 that the effective "means of government'' 
were not officials, prefects, mayors, tax collectors, 
soldiers. Having spread a network of such agents over 
the land, the monarchy was astonished to find that it had 
not achieved real power over the people.52 
If those [agents] sufficed, why would the 
government be complaining today? It is equipped 
with such machines; there have never been so 
many or so capable. Nevertheless it replies 
that France is ungovernable, that everything is 
revolt and anarchy; it dies of weakness in the 
middle of its strengths, 1 ike Midas of hunger in 
the middle of his gold. But in fact the real 
means of government are not the direct and 
visible instruments of the exercise of power. 
They dwell in the heart of society itself and 
cannot be separated from it. The 
internal means of government are my 
concern. 
The art of government in modern society, Guizot 
argued, required using the inner workings of society 
itself. "Government and society are no longer two 
distinct beings. They are one and the same." Thus 
the fundamental challenge was to ''create a government by 
the action of society and society by the action of 
government." Government must interact with the 
interests, the passions, the opinions by which the masses 
65 
are truly governed, it must be ''anchored in the needs and 
forces which seem destined to determine the future fate 
of all."5 3 
This was Liberalism with a difference. While it 
asserted the natural right of the middle class, the 
"enterprising portion of society," to liberty 
unrestricted by government in pursuing its economic and 
other goals, it called for an active governmental role in 
extending middle class influence throughout society. 
It was in fact essential to the security and continued 
progress of the new order that Guizot and other 
Doctrinaires hoped to establish, once government came 
under the control of the middle class, that it reach into 
the villages where the great majority of Frenchmen 
continued to live, to "introduce a moral influence 
amongst large communities over whom, in the present day, 
power seldom acts except by tax-gatherers, police 
officials, and gend'armes ... 54 
"A Certain Government of Minds" 
The "July days" that brought the enlightened middle 
class into political dominance also seemed to threaten an 
anarchy that wou 1 d be worse than the mi 1 d repress ion of 
the Bourbons. Even as they planned a political take-
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over and the recognition of Louis-Philippe as sovereign, 
Guizot and others were fearful that the popular movement 
offering that opportunity might soon pass beyond them. 
As he wrote later in his !'1~!!!.<?.i£~, "the enemies of 
established order, the professional conspirators, the 
secret societies, the revolutionists at any price, the 
dreamers of an imaginary future, had rapidly thrown 
themselves into the movement, and became hourly more 
influential and exacting.''55 
The immediate crisis past, they were determined to 
avoid its recurrence by following their own prescription 
of penetrating the social masses with views that would 
assure stability and respect for the natural authority of 
a government based upon the middle class. 
This concern led naturally to an emphasis upon 
popular education. As de Broglie would tell the Chamber 
of Peers in 1844, when the Doctrinaires were in power, 
"the State cannot be robbed of its double character of 
public teacher and executive power.'' In their thinking, 
in fact, the teaching role of the State was an essential 
aspect of its exercise of power; popular education was 
not so much a public service as a means of control. 
Guizot--now head of Louis Phillipe's government--
expressed this clearly in the same debate: 56 
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The State obviously needs a great lay body, a 
great association deeply united to society, 
knowing it well, living at its heart, united also 
to the State, owing its power and direction to 
the State, such a corporation exercising on youth 
that moral influence which shapes it to order, to 
rules. 
Although, in common with other Liberals, Guizot 
believed that the various corporate bodies, including 
religious orders, which flourished under the Ancien 
Regime had prevented national and social unity and 
limited the individual liberty essential to progress, he 
recognized the positive role which they had played in 
penetrating and organizing national life at those levels 
beyond the reach of Par is opinion. The "corporation" 
of public teachers offered the advantages without the 
drawbacks of the religious teaching orders and the 
network of parish clergy, since they could be made 
directly responsive to the State itself. As early as 
1816 he had written that he and his allies wanted "a 
teaching corps belonging to the State, fed by the State, 
receiving its impulse and direction from the royal 
authority. It is essential to establish and 
strengthen the ties of the teaching corps to the 
State. • 57 
In 1832 Guizot was given the opportunity to begin to 
carry out this program, as Minister of Public 
Instruction. Within days of his assumption of this 
68 
office he began the effort to reach and reshape village 
teachers through the distribution of explicit 
instructional manuals and a periodical of approved 
educational practices. As he observed in his Memoirs, 
"I endeavoured to penetrate even to the very soul of 
popular teachers."58 
Nationwide there was definite progress in the number 
of students attending elementary schools, and in the 
literacy rate. Between 1834 and 1848 the number of 
public elementary schools for boys increased from 22,641 
to 32,964; those for girls increased much less rapidly, 
and had only reached 7,658 by the latter date. The 
number of students in all schools, public and private, 
increased from 1,935,624 in 1831 to 3,240,436 in 1846, 
though more than forty percent of all children did not 
attend school at all in 1848. The number of army 
recruits capable of simple reading increased from 420 in 
a thousand in 1827 to 634 in 1848. In brief, there was 
substantial progress in implementing the program of the 
Liberal Monarchy, to provide a simple and heavily 
moralizing education to the common people.59 
Although this progress was uneven, it is significant 
that much of the information available for historians 
seeking to study the condition of the common people and 
of the communities of France in this period is that 
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derived from the reports of school inspectors. After 
the immemorial functions of tax collection and raising 
recruits for the army, public education was the most 
consistent effort of the State to create a network 
reaching to every community. 
Unlike the other forms of State action at the 
village level, the extension of popular education was an 
attempt not to take something from the people (their 
money and their sons) but to affect the people, to make 
them different, to carry out a program of social change. 
It was at once more benevolent and more deeply intrusive. 
Guizot expressed this perfectly when he wrote that 
"the great problem of modern societies is the government 
of minds.•6° 
It has frequently been said in the last century, 
and it is often repeated now, that minds ought 
not to be fettered, that they should be left to 
their free operation, and that society has 
neither the right nor the necessity of 
interference. Experience has protested against 
this haughty and precipitate solution. It has 
shown what it was to suffer minds to be unchecked 
for the advantage of progress, as 
well as for good order in society, a certain 
government of minds is always necessary. 
In support of this objective he sought to enlist 
schoolmasters as the agents of the State in every 
community, overseen by inspectors whose authority derived 
directly from the central government ~i~ its prefects. 
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To assure that teachers would carry out the program of 
moral education that he believed so essential to social 
peace, Guizot pressed the organization of teacher 
training institutions modeled on those long operated by 
Catholic teaching orders; he published a journal for 
elementary teachers, to reach them continually with the 
ideas and techniques which he supported. 
Guizot's most celebrated effort was the letter that 
he sent to more than thirty-nine thousand teachers, 
requiring that each of them acknowledge receipt and 
"state the impression it had left on their minds.'' This 
letter was prepared by his fellow-Doctrinaire, Charles de 
~ 
Remusat, and struck many of the themes which this group 
had been promoting. The teachers were told6l that 
1 iber ty can neither be assured nor regu 1 a r, 
except with a people sufficiently enlightened to 
listen, under all circumstances, to the voice of 
reason. Universal elementary education will 
become henceforward a guarantee for order and 
social stability. Faith in Providence, 
the sanctity of duy, submission to parental 
authority, respect to the laws, to the sovereign, 
and to the common rights of all;--such are the 
sentiments which the teacher must labour to 
develop. The peace and concord he will 
maintain in his school ought, if possible, to 
prepare the tranquillity and union of future 
generations. 
Victor Cousin, Guizot's collaborator and successor 
as Minister of Public Instruction, gave special attention 
to shaping those who would in turn train teachers in the 
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"normal schools" established in all parts of France. 
Himse 1 f a celebrated professor of philosophy, he sought 
to make his ''eclectic'' philosophy into ''a sort of secular 
religion claiming for the State the rights which 
the Ultramontanists demanded for the Church .• 62 
"Formerly," Guizot wrote, "the church alone 
possessed the control of minds. All this is 
over. Intelligence and science have become expanded and 
secularized. . .. But precisely because they are now 
more laical, more powerful, and more free than formerly, 
intelligence and science could never remain beyond the 
government of society. the government should not 
remain careless or ignorant of the moral development of 
succeeding generations, and as they appear upon 
the scene, it should study to establish intimate ties 
between them and the state .63 
Although dressed out in the rhetoric of liberalism 
rather than in the radical terms used by the Jacobins in 
1792, the program implemented by Guizot and his allies 
was equally concerned to use popular education to extend 
the influence and control of the central State over its 
people. 
******** 
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CHAPTER TWO 
HOFSTEDE DE GROOT: THE DEFENSE OF THE COMMON SCHOOL 
Introduction 
Dutch education is known, in the United States, 
primarily for the systematic way in which it facilitates 
parent choice, with less than thirty percent of 
elementary and secondary students attending government-
operated schools. As interest and debate develop over 
policies that would foster parent choice among American 
schools, the Dutch example is frequently cited. 
Opponents of such pro-choice policies frequently 
cite the American tradition of the ''common school," a 
tradition associated with Horace Mann, Secretary of the 
Massachusetts Board of Education from 1837 to 1848. The 
term "the common school" refers, on the most obvious 
level, to the school that all the children of a community 
would attend, in contrast to the schools that churches 
and religious foundations had long maintained for their 
own adherents or as a form of missionary outreach. 
79 
The term refers also, however, to a program of 
educational reform, indeed of social reform through 
education. The heart of this program, which we will 
call "the common school agenda," is the deliberate effort 
to create in the entire youth of a nation common 
attitudes, loyalties and values, and to do so under a 
central direction provided by the state. In this agenda 
''moral education'' and the shaping of a shared national 
identity was of considerably more ultimate importance--
though it may have taken up fewer hours of instructional 
time--than teaching basic academic skills. "Sectarian" 
religious teaching was seen as a major threat to the 
accomplishment of this program of national unification 
through common socialization. 
Horace Mann and his fellow reformers did not invent 
this agenda. It was an important element in the 
political theories of the French Enlightenment (often 
attributed to the virtuous Spartans as described by 
Plutarch), and was expressly promoted by the Jacobin 
orators of the National Convention in the early 1790s. 
Around the same time, under French influence, the idea of 
national schooling to mold citizens inspired a number of 
essays--though no practical measures--by allies of Thomas 
Jefferson. 
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Though the common school agenda remained at the 
level of theoretical discussion in the United States, and 
of short-lived and uneven promotion in revolutionary 
France, a system of nationally-supervised common schools 
was actually implemented in the Netherlands in the first 
years of the nineteenth century, some thirty years before 
Mann became Secretary of the Massachusetts Board of 
Education. French and American reformers made a point 
of visiting the flourishing Dutch elementary schools in 
the 1830s, as interest in this agenda revived, and 
singled out for praise the presence, side by side, of 
Protestant and Catholic students receiving a common 
instruction saturated with morality and non-sectarian 
religion. 
As one among countless examples, Unitarian minister 
Charles Brooks, addressing "the schools and citizens of 
the town of Quincy" on July 4th 1837, the year Horace 
Mann was appointed first Secretary of the Massachusetts 
Board of Education, quoted Dutch education leader Van den 
Ende (of whom more, below) insisting that 
The primary schools should be Christian, but 
neither Protestant nor Catholic. They should 
not lean to any particular form of worship nor 
teach any positive dogmas; but should be of that 
kind that Jews might attend them without 
inconvenience to their faith. 
As in the Netherlands, Brooks declared, the schools of 
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Massachusetts should not confine themselves to teaching 
mechanical skills, but should give as much attention to 
the ''moral'' as to the ''physical constitution." This 
would, of course, require having ''purposely-prepared 
teachers.• 1 
It is one of the ironies of educational history that 
Mann and the other reformers of the 1830s looked to the 
Netherlands for their example of how a common school 
could serve a religiously-diverse population, while 
critics of the common school today look to the 
Netherlands as the leading example of educational 
diversity and choice. Another irony to set beside it is 
that Massachusetts, which took the lead in implementing 
the "common school agenda," is today giving national 
leadership, in exploring how the common school can be 
made more responsive to the rich diversity of American 
1 if e. Horace Mann's successors are asking how parents 
can be empowered to make choices for the education of 
their children, without sacrificing Horace Mann's goals 
of equity, social harmony, and national unity. 
The common school agenda continues to shape 
discussions of education in the United States, as 
manifested in the extreme discomfort of the education 
profession with the possibility of diversity and parent 
choice among schools, and with any treatment of religion 
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in the curriculum. The question arises, however, to 
what extent these concerns are mere epiphenomena, 
unrelated to the real and enduring purposes of the common 
school. Mann himself, like his ally Charles Brooks, 
believed that schools should become more rather than less 
"religious'' in the interest of shaping young minds and 
hearts more effectively and thus of developing character 
and civic virtue. 
Parent choice, on the other hand, was anathema to 
earlier generations of education reformers. As they saw 
it, the primary purpose of the common school was to 
overcome the "blind prejudices" of parents and to raise 
their children to a higher level of enlightenment and 
virtue. Ethnic and religious diversity were, for them, 
serious problems to be overcome in the interest of 
national unity and the greatness of the American 
Republic. 
It is no longer fashionable to talk in such terms. 
The cry today is for more respect for diversity, more 
rather than less involvement of parents in the education 
of their children. The underlying attitudes may remain 
much the same, however, with Black and Hispanic students 
taking the place of the Irish and Germans as groups to be 
assimilated to a single model through educational 
experiences intended to alienate them from their 
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inconvenient background. 
We must not exaggerate. The real question is not 
whether our public schools should help children to enter 
the mainstream of American life, but what the price of 
that transition must be. Can we encourage public 
schools to provide a variety of models of education and 
school climate, allowing teachers and principals a 
professional scope to shape how they will educate? Can 
we offer parents the opportunity to choose that model 
corresponding most closely to their own concerns and 
values? And can we do this without abandoning the 
broader goals of racial and social integration and equal 
opportunity? 
These are the questions we are exploring in 
Massachusetts, where eighty "public schools of choice" 
attract thirty thousand students on the basis of 
distinctive themes and approaches to education. These 
are questions that continue to be asked in the 
Netherlands, where an increasing ethnic and linguistic 
minority population must be assimilated. But in 
Massachusetts and in the Netherlands the task of 
developing a fresh understanding of the social and 
cultural mission of schools, suitable for a multi-racial 
and culturally-diverse democracy, is hampered by 
unexamined assumptions from the original "common school 
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agenda". 
How did the idea of the ''common school'' come to be 
so deeply rooted in our thinking about education that 
elements of the idea continue to have the power to shape 
our thinking about education? This study seeks to 
contribute to an answer by examining the development and 
the defense of the common school agenda in the 
Nether lands. It was in the Netherlands, as noted, that 
this agenda was first implemented, and the Dutch common 
school was the example used by reformers in the 1830s as 
they argued for a new understanding of the role of 
popular education. 
Hofstede de Groot 
For a particularly clear example of the case made 
for the "common school'' we can turn to the arguments used 
by Petrus Hofstede de Groot, a leading liberal Protestant 
theologian in the Netherlands through the middle decades 
of the nineteenth century. De Groot articulated and 
defended the agenda of State-controlled popular education 
with a primary focus on shaping the values and attitudes 
of a diverse population. 
Hofstede de Groot (1802-1886) was a contemporary of 
Horace Mann (1796-1859) and of French education reformer 
Francois Guizot (1787-1874), but unlike them he did not 
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help to launch a system of common schools; such a 
system was being established in the Netherlands at the 
time of his birth, and had acquired an international 
reputation before he was out of elementary school 
himself. 
The significance of De Groot lies in his spirited 
defense of the "common school project,'' the effort to 
unify and enlighten the nation through a monopolistic 
system of popular elementary education concerned even 
more with attitudes and values than with skills of 
literacy and numeracy. De Groot articulated this 
defense in the 1840's as Dutch common schools were coming 
under a mounting attack from Roman Catholics and orthodox 
Protestants. Ironically, it was in this very period 
that education reformers in France and the United States 
were pointing to the Netherlands for evidence that 
schools could gain broad support for the teaching of a 
''common religion." 
Unlike Guizot and Mann, De Groot's career was 
exclusively academic; he was a professor of theology at 
the University of Groningen from 1829 to 1872. In 1833 
he accepted appointment to the part-time position of 
school inspector, in which capacity he visited each 
school in his district annually and held "in-service 
training'' sessions for teachers several times a year. 
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For twenty-eight years he served in this capacity, 
resigning in 1861 in disagreement with a new policy that 
threatened the diffusely Christian character of 
government-sponsored schools, at a time when the very 
idea of the common school was corning under increasing 
attack from Catholics and orthodox Protestants alike. 2 
De Groot's principal defenses of the common school 
agenda were written in the 1840s. The institution and 
the program of popular ••enlightenment" which he defended 
had taken shape decades before. 
Origins of the Dutch Common School 
A true system of public elementary schooling emerged 
in the Netherlands in the first years of the century. A 
process which began officially with the education law of 
1801, followed by those of 1803 and 1806, produced such 
notable results that by 1811 it could be presented to 
France--then occupying the Netherlands--as the model of 
what was possible. In that year scientist Georges 
Cuvier and a colleague visited Dutch schools on behalf of 
the French gover nrnent, and their report on the we 11-
organized instruction, and especially its uplifting moral 
character, created a sensation in France. 3 
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A generation later philosopher Victor Cousin, soon 
to be Minister of Public Instruction in France, prepared 
an equally enthusiastic report.4 This later report 
contributed significantly to the revival of the "common 
schoo 1 agenda" in France, and was cited by American 
reformers as well. 
Cuvier and Cousin were clear about the aspect of 
Dutch education that had greatest appeal to them as to 
other education reformers: its consistent concern, in 
all aspects of instruction and discipline, with 
inculcating morality and natural religion. 5 This 
overriding purpose was suitable because schools were 
under the control of the government, not of religious 
authorities, and thus served national rather than 
sectarian interests. The State was, in the spirit of 
the Jacobin program of 1791, seen as the incarnation of 
the national identity and interest, of Rousseau's 
"Genera 1 Wi 11." Thus Cousin wrote 
Undoubtedly, government is made for society, but 
it is government alone which makes society 
function; if you want to organize a society, 
begin by organizing its government; if you are 
serious about the education of the people, be 
well aware that the essence of this education is 
in the government which you give it. 
While in France the control of schools was still (in 
1837) in the hands of local "notables," the Dutch had 
placed it from the start of their reforms directly under 
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inspectors selected and conpensated for their part-time 
services by the state. There was thus assurance of a 
consistency of effort in the direction set by central 
authorities.6 
Compared with France, the Netherlands had a 
tradition of very weak central authority, and an 
extensive reliance upon voluntary and local efforts to 
meet social needs. Dutch education in the twentieth 
century continues this tradition, with less than thirty 
percent of students attending schools under direct 
control of public authorities. The situation which 
attracted such admiration in the early nineteenth century 
was in a sense an aberration, but one that helps to 
explain the form that educational reforms were to take in 
the United States. 7 
In the Netherlands, as in France, Prussia, or New 
England, widespread though uneven schooling preceded the 
development of a centralized system responsive to a 
single vision, under government sponsorship and 
regulation. Churches and charitable foundations had 
long provided opportunities for primary education, and 
far more than that for the brightest (and luckiest) of 
poor children. Private schoolmasters also provided 
instruction at various levels, and of varying quality.B 
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What was new in the Netherlands around the year 1800 
was not the idea of a systematic effort to provide 
schooling with a consciously modernizing and nation-
building intent; the idea was not new, nor were 
attempts to implement it, but the program achieved a 
remarkable success in the Netherlands contrasted with its 
almost total failure in contemporary France of the 
Revolution and Directorate. 
The immediate occasion of the powerful effort to 
organize popular education on a national scale was the 
French invasion of 1795. The victorious armies of the 
Revolution brought with them thousands of Dutch 
"Patriots'' who had been in exile since an attempt to 
overthrow the Stadholder and his Patrician allies. Not 
coincidentally, one of the priorities for the Batavian 
Republic which they established was to realise the 
program of education absorbing so much of the energy of 
their allies then in power in France.9 
Of even more powerful influence than this Jacobin 
program, however, was a natively Dutch movement for 
enlightenment and improvement of the popular classes that 
had been gathering strength for several decades. 
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The Advocates of "Volksverlichting" 
The program for the "enlightenment'' of the common 
people was able to draw upon a network of local leaders 
for whom it was already a major concern. Advocates of 
popular education were primarily rising merchants, small 
manufacturers, notaries, lawyers, dissenting clergymen 
and teachers, a new class living on their brains rather 
than their capital and owing little to the Golden Age of 
the seventeenth century or its theologica 1 certainties. 
As characterized by one Dutch scholar,lO 
Their Christianity was very watered-down, what 
would later be called ''modernism,'' and their 
faith was essentially a faith in the improvement 
of the world and the educability of mankind 
through rational interventions. They 
wanted to centralize and modernize the state and 
at the same time dismantle the power of the old 
oligarchy. The ''democrats'' wanted a 
centralized state in which citizens would form a 
homogeneous "nation;" separation of church and 
state was a necessary precondition, given the 
religious diversity of the population. 
Unlike the Regents, ''who controlled not only the 
towns and provinces, but the States-General, the Council 
of State and the Dutch East India Company," or the larger 
rentier class with its investments more in foreign than 
in Dutch enterprises, the emerging class had everything 
to gain from a restoration of the energy and sense of 
common purpose which (in their imaginations, at least) 
had once characterised the Dutch Republic. 11 
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The gradual growth in the literate middle class 
during the course of the eighteenth century supported a 
new periodical literature, on the model of Steele's and 
These publications, the first of 
which appeared in 1731, addressed themselves to an 
emerging class that lacked a classical education but 
possessed a lively curiosity about new developments in 
science and social life. The Dutch "spectators''l2 
stressed middle class self-respect, praised 
friendship and marriage, criticized the loose 
morals and aristocratic aspirations of the 
patricians, and preached natural sociability: 
the conviction that mankind could lay a basis for 
knowledge, virtue and happiness through voluntary 
association in circles of friends, organizations 
and societies. 
These publications sought to inspire and advise, 
with a particular focus on the reasonable, virtuous life 
based upon a right understanding of human nature and of 
duty. While they upheld Christianity as the basis of 
virtue, they called for tolerance and criticised 
prejudices on the basis of doctrinal differences. 1 3 
This relatively small but inordinately active 
element in the Dutch population created many local and 
several national organizations intended to promote 
various forms of progress, rather parallel to the 
"benevolent societies'' which flourished contemporaneously 
in Great Britain and would play such an important role in 
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the United States in the 1820s and 1830s. Such groups 
met to read and discuss books, offered prizes for the 
best essays on current issues, and in other ways sought 
to apply the new energies stimulated by the Enlightenment 
to social improvement. 
Most significant for the future of education in the 
Netherlands was the Maatschappij tot Nut van 't Algemeen 
("Society for the General Good''), founded in 1784 and 
continuing in existence today. Significantly, this was 
launched not in Amsterdam among the urban elite, but by 
provincial clergymen, teachers, local government 
officials and others who had been holding weekly meetings 
in Edam to discuss natural religion and other interests. 
Mennonite pastor Jan Nieuwenhuijzen of Monnickendam, the 
founder, reported later that he had been greatly 
influenced by a publication of the Holland Society of 
Haarlem ''On the Moral and Physical Education of 
Children." 14 
It's too bad, I thought, that as a result of its 
high price this can't be bought and read by the 
common man; after all, without a good education, 
children cannot become upstanding people, true 
patriots, virtuous Christians, nor can they come 
to know, to value, and to exercise wisdom with 
all her noble virtues. 
He and his friends resolved to form a society that 
could publish inexpensive works on religious, civic and 
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practical subjects. Soon the group turned to improving 
schools, seeing this as the most essential "foundation 
for the formation, improvement and cultivation of 
citizens." By 1787 there were eleven branches of the 
Nut, and its publications--religious essays, schoolbooks, 
uplifting biographies, works of popular morality, 
folksongs--were appearing in large editions of five or 
six thousand copies. 
These publications were influenced by Enlightenment 
themes, but as mediated through an essentially 
conservative Liberal Protestantism. Contemporary German 
educational reformers--Basedow, Campe, Salzmann, von 
Rochow, von Zedlitz--were more directly influential than 
were Rousseau or Diderot. The ground had been prepared 
by Pietism, with its emphasis upon teaching directly 
relevant to young minds, 15 but the authors favored by the 
Nut had taken this a step further, convinced that 
children could not appreciate the doctrines of sin and 
redemption and should be exposed only to a "natural 
religion'' that avoided these difficult doctrines and 
stressed only the goodness of God as revealed in Nature 
and Jesus's teaching of virtue and duty.l6 
By 1800 several dozen "Nut" primary schools were in 
operation and teacher training institutions had been 
established in Amsterdam, Haar lem and Groningen: there 
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were 52 local branches with 3,678 members.l7 
The first prospectus issued by the Nut, in 1784, was 
strongly critical of other societies for not concerning 
themselves with the advancement of the common people. 
In fact, however, the ground had been thoroughly 
prepared; "thanks to the activities of these societies 
the goals of the Nut had already become commonplace by 
1784." 18 Lacking a monarchy, the Netherlands did not 
possess an institution parallel to the British Royal 
Society, the French Academie des Sciences, or the Berlin 
Academy, dominating debate and organizational life. It 
was through private initiative that societies were 
formed. 19 
It was the newly-emerging literate middle class, the 
"brede and not the traditional, 
classically-educated elites, that formed the active 
membership of the Nut. w. w. Mijnhardt shows that of 
the sixty-two members of the Nut in Utrecht in 1786-87, 
about a third were from small-scale business and 
industry, with the next largest group coming from the 
free professions: doctors, lawyers, notaries, surgeons. 
Forty-three percent belonged to the (liberal) dissenting 
churches, compared with their 0.4% representation in the 
population as a whole; the four clergymen were all 
dissenters. Sharply under-represented were Catholics, 
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then almost exclusively of low status in Utrecht, while 
members of the established church, which included both 
the social and economic elite and many workers, were 
somewhat under-represented.20 
Hopes and Fears 
In the implementation, as in the planning, of the 
program of popular education a major role was played by 
members of this emerging middle class--almost all of the 
original group of school inspectors, for example, were 
clergymen. It was their hopes and anxieties for the 
future of their nation, rather than a calculation of 
labor-force needs, that inspired their efforts. They 
shared a concern for the gradual decline of the 
prosperity of the Netherlands over the previous century, 
and they tended to attribute this more to the corrupting 
influence of luxury and religious indifference upon 
national morale than upon the competition of the growing 
British and French imperial economies. 
This concern was widely shared among the reform-
oriented middle class. When the Hollandsche 
Maatschappij offered a prize for the best essay on moral 
education, nearly thirty years before, forty-three essays 
were received in response, a record for the eighteenth 
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century. 
"With what heavy darkness the majority of the Nation 
is still covered,'' wrote Y. van Hamelsveld in an 
influential book in 1791, entitled The ~oral Condition of 
!Q~ Q~!£Q ~~!l~~ ~! !Q~ ~~2 ~f !Q~ ~l~~!~~~!Q f~~!~£Y· 
Van Hamelsveld deplored not only what he believed 
was a serious decline in morality, but also the ''unbelief 
and superstition" (Ongel,_oof en Bijgeloof) which he held 
equally responsible. ''How small is the number of true 
Christians!" he lamented.21 The decline threatened to 
end in disaster, Van Hamelsveld warned. "Netherlands, 
Nether lands, you stand on the very brink of your own 
destruction. Your ruin is inevitable unless reforms 
can avert the fatal blow." Virtue and duty could be 
restored to social life by reforms to increase the moral 
influence of schools, prisons and alms houses. 22 
But virtue was not enough. In contrast with the 
provincial elites that controlled Dutch life--and had a 
stake in a weak central government--this emerging class 
desired national unity in the interest of national 
strength and prosperity. This became especially clear 
when, in the aftermath of the French invasion of 1795, 
the Patriots in power proclaimed that "the Netherlands 
Republic no longer exists as a confederated state 
of independent territories, but as one single sovereign 
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People.• 2 3 As a leading Dutch historian describes the 
political reorganizations of the period of French 
influence or control,24 
The endeavour to suppress federalism appeared in 
the division of the territory into eight 
departments ... , their boundaries agreeing as 
little as possible with those of the old 
provinces and their names, after the French model 
those of the rivers, recalling in no respect the 
old division. a state was to be founded 
one and indivisible, governed in accordance with 
the will of the people manifested through a 
representation elected by all the citizens 
with a powerful central administration. 
In the face of a "crisis of national self-
esteem," the program of national unification came to be 
of over-riding importance for that emerging class for 
whom local and provincial privileges held no advantage. 
Thus the ''Representatives of the People of Rotterdam'' 
proclaimed in the year of the French invasion25 that 
without Unity our Republic can never succeed in 
being either important and valuable for her 
allies [that is, Republican France) or 
redoubtable to her foes. Common interest 
dictates that the whole Batavian nation unite to 
form a single indivisible Republic. 
The Nation-forming Institution 
The role of popular education in this program was of 
critical importance. Popular education not simply, or 
even primarily, to teach literacy or other skills, but to 
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develop the common attitudes and values considered 
essential to a society in which broader and broader 
circles of the population were entering into public life. 
As a German theorist of public policy wrote about the 
same time, "the needy people pays little attention to 
improving the hearts of its children, to instilling in 
them a love of fatherland, or leading them into virtue 
and righteousness .• 26 Schools, it was believed, would 
make all the difference. 
The educational program of the Batavian Republic was 
essentially based upon the initiatives and the 
publications of the Nut, and those appointed to implement 
it were selected for their sympathy with the goals of 
this unofficial organization. The presence of this 
organization in all parts of the country, coordinating 
activities through frequent correspondence and annual 
meetings, was profoundly significant as the semi-
autonomous provinces of the United Netherlands were 
forged into the Batavian Republic and then the Kingdom of 
the Netherlands. It goes far to explain why popular 
education developed so rapidly in the Netherlands as it 
did not in France. 
In 1796 the Nut issued General Reflections on 
------- -----------
National Education in which it called upon the new 
Batavian National Assembly to undertake a comprehensive 
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program of popular education:27 
Every well-ordered society constitutes the unity 
of its citizens for the ordering of the general 
happiness. Society has the right to 
demand from each of its citizens full and 
unstinting collaboration in the achievement of 
this goal. Society is especially obliged to its 
young citizens to provide them with the necessary 
knowledge for their future participation in the 
national commonwealth. 
What was the program of an ''enlightened" minority 
before the French Revolution came to seem an urgent 
necessity to Liberals and Conservatives alike in the 
early nineteenth century. Education could no longer be 
left to private initiative or allowed to take as many 
different forms as there were sponsoring organizations; 
too much was at stake, especially for political Liberals 
with their commitment to broadening the franchise. The 
Batavian Republic ''transferred the enthusiasms of 
philanthropists, educationalists and amateur 
entrepreneurs from the voluntary into the public domain," 
and in no sphere more than that of popular education. 28 
Through education and propagation of (Liberal) 
"culture'' among all classes the circle of 
citizens could be broadened and the basis of the 
state as well. On this course a homogeneous 
Dutch nation would come into being, and would 
naturally take on a liberal coloration. This 
is the political core of the liberal school 
policies. The school as !!_~~i£!l::f£!:.!!!i!l9. 
i!l~~i!.':l.!i£!:! must not be divided among competing 
"sectarian schools'' or left in the hands of an 
exclusive political or church party. The 
Liberals considered themselves algemeen [that is, 
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common, non-sectarian, non-partisan].29 
Thus in Utrecht the new provincial authorities 
issued regulations for all schools, including charity 
schools operated by religious foundations. These 
included required book lists and teaching general 
Christianity ''above'' doctrinal differences to assure that 
the schools would be suitable for students from families 
of all religious views. Among the required books for 
religious instruction was one prepared by the Nut 
entitled ''What proofs do nature and reason provide for 
the existence of God; to what extent can we know this 
Being; and what reasonable consequences can be drawn from 
this?"30 
A key figure in the implementation of this ''common 
school agenda" was Johannes Henricus van der Palm (1763-
1840), a Protestant clergyman and university teacher who 
shaped the first school law of 1801. Van der Palm had 
been a leader in "Patriot" circles in the provincial city 
Middelburg, and when Dutch Jacobins seized power in 1798 
from an ineffectual interim government he was a natural 
choice to serve as the "Agent'' for National Education. 
This was a new function, indeed a new concept for the 
Netherlands, explicitly borrowed from contemporary 
developments in France. Van der Palm's policies and 
advice to the inspectors through whom he sought to give a 
101 
single new direction to what had always been a local 
affair have a significance for the development of the 
Dutch common school comparable to that of Horace Mann's 
celebrated annual reports for American education. He 
was, it has been observed, the first true ''minister of 
public instruction'' in history. 
For Van der Palm as for other Patriots the primary 
source of national weakness was political and religious 
factionalism, ''old prejudices supported by new violence 
to create a new lordship of ignorant priestcraft 
and oppression." National regulation of schools was 
essential to assure that local authorities would not 
appoint or retain31 
opinionated and fanatical idiots in the position 
of teacher, lest rural youth in particular remain 
submerged in the wallow of prejudices whose 
destructive results have become all too apparent 
in these days of civic dissension. 
In place of such prejudices, youth should be taught a 
''Christianity above doctrinal differences."32 
An important aspect of Van der Palm's assignment as 
Agent for National Education was "the maintenance of 
public virtue, the formation of a national spirit of 
patriotism and civic duty." Disestablishment of the 
Reformed Church in 1796 had made it seem all the more 
crucial that a correct understanding of religion be 
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broadly propagated in schools as the basis for morality. 
The detailed instructions for the development of 
education adopted by the Representative Body (the 
Patriot-controlled national assembly) in 179833 insisted 
in terms characteristic of the Enlightenment program that 
the reverential knowledge of an all-governing 
Supreme Being strengthens the bonds of Society, 
and thus in all possible ways must be impressed 
upon the hearts of the Fatherland's Young People. 
Religious instruction was essential, but it must not 
be the traditional exposition of the doctrines codified 
at the Synod of Dordt in 1618-19 by which the semi-
established Reformed Church differed from Roman Catholics 
and from the Mennonite, Lutheran, and "Remonstrant"' or 
Arminian minorities. Loyalty to these "distinctives" 
was already seriously eroded among educated Churchmen 
and, as we have noted, dissenters were particularly 
active in the Nut and its efforts for educational reform. 
As the representative assembly in Utrecht had declared in 
1796 34 , 
the establishment and maintenance of schools by a 
Nation that is made up of various religious 
communions cannot and should not be characterized 
by the propagation and favoring of any particular 
religious fellowship in itself, but by the 
spreading of general Christian and Moral basic 
principles. 
Consistent with this charge, the proposal for a 
national system of education that Van der Palm put 
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forward in 1800, and that was substantially enacted as 
the first school law in 1801, described the content of 
schooling as reading, writing, the first principles of 
arithmetic and the elements of religion and morality, 
designed "through development of the reasoning capacity 
of children to form them into reasonable beings, and in 
addition to impress upon their hearts the knowledge and 
feeling of everything which they owe to the Supreme 
Being, to Society, to their parents, to themselves, and 
to their fellow men.''35 
In order to realize this program in the face of 
local authorities controlled, he complained, by 
''fanatical, ignorant and ungenerous creatures'' with no 
desire ''that their children learn any more than they 
had,'' Van der Palm reached the conclusion that the 
central authority would have to control curriculum and 
pedagogy, approved books, examinations and school 
inspection, leaving to regional authorities the financial 
support of teachers. Decentralization was the great 
enemy of school reform.36 Thus he redefined all schools 
as public (Q2~~£££I), including those operated by 
charitable foundations and churches, in order to bring 
all schools under government oversight. 
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The System is Established 
Considerable progress had been made by local 
chapters of the Maatschappij tot Nut van 't Algemeen in 
founding schools that reflected this new pedagogy of 
moral uplift. These schools taught ''natural religion'' 
and avoided mention of inborn human sinfulness and 
redemption through the death of Jesus Christ. 3 7 
Presumably the fact that enrollment was voluntary 
minimized conflict over the nature of this religious 
teaching. Resistance to school reform began as soon as 
efforts were made to implement it through the authority 
of the State, especially when this required changes in 
the curriculum of the many schools sponsored by pious 
foundations. 
Within a year of van der Palm's first measures to 
require teaching of ''reasonable religion" as the basis 
for morality, sufficient resistance had developed that 
the School Law of 1803 weakened considerably the powers 
of central authority in education. Local authorities 
and parents reacted against the attempt to eliminate 
doctrinal teaching and demanded the return of the 
catechism. As provincial authorities wrote from 
heavily Catholic Brabant, ''fanaticism against the 
particulars of the various religions is also 
fanaticism.• 38 
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Authorities accused some inhabitants of the 
province of Overijsel of ''prejudice and stupidity based 
upon fanaticism and a desire for control," to be accused 
in turn of seeking ''to subject us to your authority in 
order to teach our children entirely in accord with your 
own ideas; is not this a desire for control and can it 
not be described in a certain sense as enthusiasm and 
fanaticism pushed too far?''39 
The pendulum swang back with the School Law of 
1806--though Van der Palm had meanwhile left office--with 
a symbolic victory for religious orthodoxy which was 
nevertheless essentially a confirmation of the Nut 
program. Enlightenment-tinged language was removed from 
the legislation, but schools were directed to provide 
"general Christian'' teaching and to leave doctrines and 
catechism lessons to the churches. Van der Palm's loyal 
assistant Adriaan van den Ende (also a clergyman) began 
his long career guiding Dutch education along the lines 
of a heavily moralized curriculum permeated with an 
uplifting "schoolhouse religion'' making selective use of 
Christian vocabulary. 
This compromise guided the development of the Dutch 
''common school'' over the next thirty years, a period when 
it attracted international admiration for its broadly 
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liberal yet religious and moral spirit. The Nut 
celebrated the triumph of its program of national revival 
through universal popular education in a characteristic 
way, with an essay contest. In a preface to the winning 
essay, printed in 1810, the Nut lamented that "In some 
places prejudice, attachment to old ideas, and a poorly 
understood self-interest continue to resist these so 
fatherly provisions'' for elementary education. It was 
to help "root these out'' and thus to further ''the 
en 1 ightened and en 1 ightening designs of the Government" 
that the Nut had called for essays on ''how wise and 
beneficial'' the government's requirements were. 40 
The new direction in popular education was not 
abandoned when, at the end of the period of French 
hegemony three years later, the former Stadholder 
returned as King Wi 11 iam I. Van den Ende continued to 
oversee the system and its network of inspectors, and 
gave a clear message that the highest goal of schooling 
would continue to be the forging of national unity. In 
an 1813 circular to school authorities, he wrote that 
Only through unity can our State become what it 
once was through the uprooting of old 
enmities and an unlimited trust and the 
most hearty support for the present Government. 
Develop therefore among all of your students a 
mutual love, unity and unselfishness so that, 
when they are fully grown, they may carry the 
same principles over into Society and into all 
their relationships. To this end, inflame your 
107 
hearts with love for the Father land, for the 
Prince who rules it, and for Christian virtue. 
To this end, Van den Ende provided lists of approved 
books, permeated with religious and moral themes. The 
youngest children read about Jesus, "the best child ever 
in the world;'' older ones read a book prepared by the 
Nut, a "Description of the Religious and Reasonable 
Character of Jesus.'' Perhaps the best-known were two 
readers written a few years later by N. Anslijn, 
"Virtuous Hendrik" and "Virtuous Maria.'' As the titles 
suggest, the eponymous hero and heroine exemplify, to the 
highest degree, the qualities that the common school was 
intended to develop in children. These qualities 
include a simple piety directed to God as Creator and as 
providentially active in Nature. 41 
The sentimentality and moralism of such books 
reflect the Romantic rediscovery of religion, religion 
purged of its more demanding characteristics and its more 
offensive doctrines, a "religion without crisis," tamed 
to serve social and national goals. Religious 
instruction along these lines, most notably as promoted 
by the Swiss education reformer J. H. Pestalozzi, was 
intended to produce a popular enlightenment free from the 
harsh glare of rationalism--virtually no one in this 
period continued to advocate the Jacobin program of overt 
hostility to religion--as it was also free from the 
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uncompromising doctrines of Trent and of Dordt. The 
common school was intended to produce a popular 
enlightenment bathed in kindly mists of sentimentality. 
Despite continuing resistance, the common school and 
its compromise religiosity proved workable for several 
decades. The "common school for the whole nation" 
(g~~~~gQ~ ~£Q22l Y22[ Q~~l Q~ ~~!i~l was an important 
part of the program of the restored Orange dynasty, and 
it was purged of the more objectionable echoes of the 
Jacobin program. Instruction was in fact permeated with 
religion, as Cousin and other foreign visitors noted. 
The goal of the school, as defined in law, was to raise 
children up ''to all Social and Christian virtues." 
The more ''advanced" pastors of the Hervormde Kerk 
tended to be closely involved with local schools as well 
as with "Nut"-sponsored popular libraries and other 
vehicles of volksverlichting or popular enlightenment. 
Thus Petrus Hofstede de Groot, as a young pastor in the 
village of Ulrum, helped to organize a discussion group 
and gave the first lecture, in December 1828, on ''the 
origin and value of the popular enlightenment of our 
days.'' He also bought himself a copy of Pestalozzi's 
didactic novel Lienhard und Gertrud, and reported years 
later that he had learned from that book ''what education 
is, how education must serve upbringing, how our life on 
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earth must become an upbringing to a higher life.42 
Conflict over the Common School 
The compromise could not last forever. Trouble 
began in the 1830's, just as France and the United States 
began their own vigorous efforts to implement the "common 
school agenda." Explicitly Christian content had grown 
thinner and thinner, reflecting the extreme religious 
liberalism of some educational leaders but even more 
their desire to respond to Roman Catholic complaints 
about the Protestant character of the schools. These 
complaints gained weight with the successful revolt of 
the larger part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, which 
became Belgium. The revolt was successful because the 
Catholic majority of the population, aggrieved over the 
education policies of the Dutch government, joined in the 
demands of middle-class Liberals for political reform. 
It became a matter of some urgency, in the wake of 
this setback to the Dutch government, to cone i 1 ia te the 
remaining Catholic minority in the Netherlands. Dutch 
Roman Catholics had indeed taken some part in the 
agitation, in 1829, of their Belgian counterparts for 
''freedom of education'' or the right to operate their own 
sectarian schools.43 An attempt was made, as in the 
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United States two decades later, to deflect these demands 
by removing elements from the religious instruction that 
were offensive to Catholics. As in the United States, 
such efforts were unavailing; the basic concern of 
Catholics was not so much with the presence of Protestant 
elements as with the lack of distinctively Catholic 
elements. 
While these changes did not satisfy Catholics, they 
had the unintended consequence of offending orthodox 
Protestants. The 1820s had seen a religious revival 
within the semi-established Reformed Church, with 
increased stress upon religious experience and the 
ethical consequences of faith. This revival (or Re~eill 
took several forms, one of which was a rediscovery of 
orthodox Calvinist teaching. The preaching of sin and 
redemption in some parishes found an eager response among 
the common people, many of whom had long nurtured the 
tradition of orthodox pietism in "conventicles" with lay 
leaders. This led to serious strains with the socially 
conservative but theologically liberal church leadership. 
In 1829 the ruling body of the Reformed Church deplored 
criticism of (liberal) pastors by the laity, and in 1833 
condemned ''unlawful gatherings'' in which "ignorance and 
fanaticism go hand in hand .• 4 4 
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Such protests were unavailing. Orthodox 
Protestants directed increasing criticism at the watered-
down theology of church and school, and a secession 
developed which took thousands of lay people and a 
handful of trained ministers into several new, 
theologically conservative denominations. 45 
Significantly, the events that precipitated this 
secession took place in Ulrum, where Hofstede de Groot 
had been the pastor. 
De Groot's successor, Hendrik de Cock, was 
responsive to the deeply-rooted faith of his parishioners 
in a way which De Groot--who saw them as mired in 
darkness and fanaticism--had not been. According to an 
unfriendly (and anonymously-published) account by his 
predecessor and chief adversary, 46 De Cock ''wasn't up to 
the demands"' of a congregation divided into 
the two elements that the Dutch Reformed Church 
[De Groot was writing to a German audience] had 
long contained: the old limited Particularism 
founded on the Synod of Dord t, and the new, free 
Universalism developing out of enlightened study 
of the Bible and more extensive education. 
De Cock engaged in a polemic with his liberal 
colleagues, including De Groot, accusing them of denial 
or evasion of the doctrines to which they had promised to 
be loyal. This brought down upon him in 1837 the wrath 
of both Church and State. After all, as the chairman of 
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the national Synod had remarked to De Groot the previous 
year, "Purity of teaching can no longer be maintained, 
but purity of life can be.'' By insisting upon the 
official doctrines of the Reformed Church, De Cock 
created conf 1 ict and hindered the program of 
reinterpreting Christianity from a sa 1 vation-fai th to a 
system of morality. 
Those who joined him in this opposition were mostly 
farmers, artisans, day-workers. In the Schoolstrijd or 
''school struggle'' that began in the 1830s and would mark 
Dutch political life for nearly a century these class 
lines were clearly drawn, more so indeed than in relation 
to any economic issue of the times. 
In scores of villages and towns a deep cleavage 
developed between the enlightened landowners and local 
notables, often members of the Nut, interested in ''modern 
agricultural methods, science, medicine, and biblical 
studies'' and their humbler neighbors--bakers, tailors, 
shoemakers, carpenters, small farmers--who held to 
traditional religious convictions. 47 The latter, whom 
their great political leader Abraham Kuyper would later 
refer to as the ~_leine luyden ("little people"), resisted 
the benevolent program of their "betters" in the Nut to 
"raise the children above the condition [and backward 
convictions] of their parents." They in turn were 
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considered bigots, fanatics, hopelessly mired in 
superstition. 
These backward views, this determination to cling to 
the ways and beliefs of the fathers, came to seem the 
principal threat to progress and prosperity. The early 
optimism of Nieuwenhuijzen and the other founders of the 
Nut that the poor would adopt their values and goals if 
only given the opportunity for enlightenment gave way by 
mid-nineteenth century to a testy determination to force 
enlightenment upon the children of the poor. In 1834, 
for example, local authorities in Smilde ordered the 
police to issue a warrant against orthodox Protestants 
who had started to educate their children in a barn to 
avoid the objectionable teaching of the common school. 
The school inspector offered an official opinion that 
"the founding of a new school is a disruptive movement 
against the standing order of things''--no light charge in 
that period of social unrest.48 
A few years later we find a group of orthodox 
Protestants in another community addressing a petition to 
the king, "Sire, do not deny us any longer the tender 
interests of our children. We would rather see our 
goods consumed than our flesh and blood corrupted." 
They were w i 11 ing, they wrote, to "provide for teachers 
and schools ourselves without making demands upon the 
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national or local treasuries" if permission were granted; 
it was not. 49 
It was out of such refusals to allow parents to have 
their children educated in accordance with their own 
convictions that the ·~£b.9.9.!~!.!:.i.i.9" began. It was to 
serve as the primary vehicle for the emergence of the 
''little people'' into political and institutional life. 50 
The real issues were stated clearly at the very 
start of the ~£b.9.2l~!.!:.i.i_c:! by Guillaume Groen van 
Prinsterer, the historian and statesman who would provide 
political leadership to orthodox Protestants for the next 
four decades. Speaking up for the simple people then 
undergoing persecution, in his 1837 essay De Maatregelen 
!.~S~!l de ~fs~~£b..EO.i.Q~!2!':!2 ("the measures against the 
Seceders''), Groen observed that the Constitution made 
education "a continuing matter for the £9.!2£!':!:.!2 of the 
government,'' but that it had become a matter for the 
government's £9.!2!.!:.9.!, in the supposed interest of 
national unity. By providing an education directed 
against sectarianism, the government had directed it 
against all varieties of Christians. Because of a 
''longing for quiet and unity," the common schools were 
teaching ''a general religion, a Deism with Christian 
vocabulary and coloration" which would always be 
unacceptable to Christians for whom there was "only one 
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source of true godliness and virtue,'' for whom God could 
not be known apart from Christ, for whom there was only 
one way of salvation."51 
On this, there could be no compromise. 
De Groot and Popular Education 
Hofstede de Groot described, years later, his own 
experiences as a young pastor in Ulrum. There were two 
parties within the church and community, diametrically 
opposed to one another: on one side the ''cultured'' who 
placed their confidence in Nature and Reason, on the 
other seamen and farmers who held to the ''special 
Revelation'' found in the Bible. One Sunday several 
members of the latter group visited their young pastor 
with volumes of seventeenth century divinity under their 
arms to say that "Pastor preaches very well, but it would 
be more upbuilding if he would model his preaching on 
these books that they had brought him.•5 2 Such advice 
was highly unwelcome; De Groot was already convinced 
that Calvinism was a "foreign import," imposed upon what 
he saw as the liberal Dutch theological tradition at the 
Synod of Dordt, in 1619, and appropriately driven out in 
1795. 53 
De Groot's own theology had been profoundly shaped 
by Philip Willem van Heusde, professor of philosophy at 
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Utrecht from 1804 to 1839. Van Heusde stressed, in lieu 
of the traditional doctrine of a good Creation and 
subsequent Fall and Redemption, that the story of 
mankind was one of harmonious development into wisdom and 
resemblance to God. The same idea had already made a 
powerful appearance in Lessing's 1780 book, The Education 
2i !Q~ ~~~~~ B~~~. and would be echoed in Hofstede de 
Groot's influential popular lectures in 1847 on "the 
history of the education of mankind through God up to the 
coming of Jesus Christ.'' God's revelation in nature and 
in history were essentially identical, reaching their 
highest but not unique point in the life--not the 
teaching as such--of Jesus.5 4 
The education of children, then, should be modeled 
on the education of mankind by God (as understood by Van 
Heusde and De Groot). The ''Groningen direction'' in 
theology--De Groot and such colleagues as J.F. van Oordt 
and L.G. Pareau--and the common school 
were as if made for one another. The common 
school, which from the beginning of the century 
had a tendency to "general Christianity," and the 
Groningen Direction, in whose way of thinking the 
concept of education, education of mankind by 
God, had such a major part, and which therefore 
considered all denomination~~ differences as of 
subordinate importance . .. 
There was no place for hard-and-fast doctrines in 
this approach to teaching; teachers should develop the 
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''intimations of the divine'' that were already present in 
their students. This required that the teachers of the 
common people be themselves enlightened men, and not 
''fanatics" who continued to hold to the doctrines of sin 
and salvation as defined at the Synod of Dordt. 
Van Heusde, writing at the time of Van der Palm's 
reforms, saw education as restoring the Dutch people to 
their former unity and glory, much in the spirit of his 
Prussian contemporary Fichte. In his celebrated 
~~~£~~~~~ !~ !Q~ Q~£~~~ ~~!i~~, delivered in Berlin 
during the French occupation, Fichte had called for a 
truly "national education'' to fashion a ''new self," a 
''new life," to "mould the Germans into a corporate body, 
which shall be stimulated and animated in all its 
individual members by the same interest.••5 6 
Sharing this goal, Van Heusde--and De Groot after 
him--sought to define a distinctively Dutch approach to 
education and to the role of religion in the formation of 
a national character. This led to an emphasis upon the 
instrumental, subjective side of religion, its role in 
the progressive development of the human personality, 
coupled with a disregard for the orthodox Protestant and 
Catholic teaching that such "sanctification" is a stage 
subsequent to and dependent upon an objective act of 
redemption by God in history. 
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Forty years later De Groot saw that effort, which he 
served as a part-time school inspector, threatened by new 
demands for sectarian teaching. He did not agree with 
Groen's characterization of the issues at stake. He and 
the other theologians who made up the influential 
"Groningen School" stressed the ''enduring truth'' which 
lay behind "changing opinion.•• 57 History, they 
believed, showed a progressive improvement in 
understanding re 1 ig ious truth. Education--even that of 
the children of the common people--should teach this 
enduring truth as the basis for moral and enlightened 
participation in society. 
Defending the Common School 
In his 1837 defense of the common people who were 
seceding from the Reformed Church, Groen van Prinsterer 
included the education system among the government-
sponsored measures that he found contrary to the rights 
of parents. 5B 
I don't want to take anything away from the high 
praise for the improvements in teaching methods . 
in recent times; my concern here is 
exclusively with the Christian upbringing of 
youth. In this regard I believe that I can say, 
without exaggeration, that where the present law 
[of 1806] is implemented in the spirit in which 
it was written, that upbringing is not Christian. 
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This has been described as the first of what would be 
thousands of polemical writings on the school question 
over the next eighty years.59 
Three years later Groen, appointed to Parliament, 
spoke of popular education as one of the most important 
national issues. He was concerned about the right of 
parents to found their own schools, but he was also 
concerned that the government's schools demonstrate a 
distinctively Christian character. Under the 
requirement to avoid offending any conscience, education 
had become not only "un-Christian" but ''anti-
Christian,"60 
over looking the unique Mediator, [schools teach] 
a Supreme Being; overlooking the chasm that 
sin has produced, [they teach] a general Father 
of Mankind . . .. Thus they preach to youthful 
hearts a God who is a fantasy of human wisdom, an 
idol set up through renunciation of the living 
God of Revelation. 
Groen was not alone in expressing this concern; the 
same year, Roman Catholic leaders submitted a petition to 
King William I complaining of the unreligious character 
of the common school. With the voluntary abdication of 
the latter in favor of his son, the moment seemed to have 
come to put education on a basis more satisfactory to 
Catholics and orthodox Protestants. William II 
appointed a commission in November 1840 made up of two 
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Catholics, Groen, and three supporters of the common 
school. 
The results of this commission were disappointing; 
as in the United States a few years later, an attempt was 
made to remove the offense by insisting upon the civic 
and social character of the moral development that 
schools would provide. Groen's proposal, that public 
schools abandon the attempt to be "common'' and instead 
provide for voluntary choice of Catholic or Protestant 
instruction, was rejected. This is the direction that 
public education would take in most of the German states, 
but the commitment among Dutch liberals and conservatives 
alike to the common school prevented such a compromise 
until it was too late and public education itself was 
abandoned by a majority of parents. 
Meanwhile, such discussions were alarming to those--
particularly political conservatives--for whom the common 
school was an essential element of popular enlightenment 
and national unity. De Groot was convinced that the 
questioning of the common school represented a Jesuit 
plot, an attempt to stir up unrest as in Belgium a few 
years before. In 1841 he devoted ninety pages in the 
journal of the Groningen theologians to an examination of 
the views of four contemporary thinkers on the role of 
religion in education. The Catholic position, that the 
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State should provide for the cost of Catholic education 
(as in other European nations) he characterized as a 
demand that the clergy be allowed to dominate education 
at the State's expense even if it meant that the State 
itself would be overthrown.61 
In 1844 De Groot published a little book asking, in 
its title, "Are Separate Schools for the Various Church 
Fellowships Necessary or Desirable?'' Attacks on the 
common or "people's" school by Catholic leaders and 
certain orthodox Protestants provoked this defense, in 
which he answered his question with a resounding No! 
An invocation of ''Divine Providence," the critics 
claimed, was not sufficient to assure that instruction 
was distinctively Christian; that was a belief that the 
heathens shared as we 11. The fact that stories out of 
the Bible were read in a school did not, by itself, 
assure that the essential Christian doctrines were 
taught. As one Protestant critic had written several 
years before,62 the ban on teaching offensive to the 
conscience of any students meant that 
no Christian, no religious instruction may be 
given in the school; thus only the teaching that 
there is one God, but certainly not that Jesus is 
our Redeemer, and even less may sin and 
forgiveness, repentance and rebirth be taught in 
the school. So that Jews wi 11 not be annoyed in 
our schools, everything that is Christian must be 
banned; our schools are purely civic and thus 
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anti-Christian, unreligious, morally corrupting. 
De Groot reminded the critics that Van den Ende, Van 
der Palm's assistant and successor, had stressed that no 
attempt should be made to divide the schools: the goal 
must be a single school, a "people's school for the 
entire people." Such schools were in fact 
authentically religious, teaching ''common Christian 
principles'' with which every parent could be 
comfortable. 63 
These common religious and moral principles 
consist of respect and love of God, love for all 
mankind, eagerness to be of service, modesty, 
humility, etc. These common Christian 
principles are taught the children on the basis 
of those matters on which all Christians agree 
(and surely these are the--most important?), 
through Biblical history. 
The demand of Groen van Prinsterer and other laymen 
for schools that would teach the distinctive beliefs of 
the various communions was thoroughly unjustified, 
theologian De Groot insisted, even on theological 
grounds. After all, God had created not only the Family 
and the Church, each with their rights and duties, but 
also the State, with its rights amd duties. One of the 
basic rights and duties of the State was to control the 
education of its children, to prevent the spreading of 
the destructive doctrines, for example, of Jesuits or 
communists. Imagine if a school could be established 
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"where perhaps the children learn to write well, to do 
sums rapidly, to read accurately, but are also taught 
that the Dutch were wrong to rise against Phillip II, 
that they should have obeyed the fatherly discipline of 
Alba .64 
This would be a disaster for the Netherlands, where 
at present all children, "Romish and unRomish" sit "next 
to each other on the s arne schoo 1 benches, of fer a single 
prayer to the same God But if schools should come 
for the various communions -- Ach, mijn '{ader_!and!" The 
Netherlands would in an instant return to the condition 
of the sixteenth century: "church quarrels would tear us 
apart again; fanaticism would be injected into the 
receptive hearts of children, and the gentle nation would 
become a pray to the most horrible of evils: !:.~li9..i£_1:1_~ 
hatred." 
------
For its own protection, and because of the 
impossibility of overseeing what was going on in every 
schoolroom, the State must insist upon common schools. 65 
The only way to keep fanaticism out of schools is 
to have common schools [literally, "mixed 
schools"] where the teachers, because of the 
different religious confessions of the children, 
cannot fall into such ruinous matters. Only in 
this way can youth receive at least somewhere a 
shaping that will arm them somewhat against the 
divisive and hate-evoking principles that they 
will hear later. But let the Government neglect 
this provision and it will abandon the moral life 
of the nation to wind and waves, to all the 
cabals and intrigues of known and secret enemies, 
and prepare (let us speak plainly) the 
destruction of the ~l~· 
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De Groot returned to this theme in 1848, the tense 
year when revolutions swept much of Europe. In response 
to unrest in the Netherlands, the Liberal statesman 
Thorbecke developed and guided to enactment a major 
revision of the Dutch Constitution, including provisions 
for "educational freedom''--the right to establish 
schools--intended to still the complaints of Catholics 
and orthodox Protestants alike. De Groot published a 
short book asking, in its title, "What do we have to look 
for in the proposal for constitutional changes with 
respect to religion and education?'' If enacted, he 
predicted, these would ''stave in'' the "advance of POPULAR 
EDUCATION through a national schoolsystem'' and would 
leave the Netherlands "a prey to all the political and 
churchly parties that would like to tear it apart."66 
His opponents claimed that educational freedom was 
necessary to respect the rights of parents, but were 
these rights primary? After all, the Nation protected 
children against physical mistreatment, disinheritance 
and forced marriage; must it leave them to the arbitrary 
will of parents in the most important matters of all? 
Would it really permit schools to be opened in which ''all 
sorts of socially disruptive tenets could be imprinted in 
youth, tenets of riot, assassination, class hatred, 
deceit, plunder, of communism, religious warfare, atheism 
125 
Would the State really give up its control over 
education, 
by which alone the population can make a ~od !:!~~ 
of their rights and truly form one Nation. How 
would that make any sense? 
Few parents were capable of making judgments about 
the effectiveness of education; teachers would make 
their schools as pleasant as possible in order to attract 
students, and the long-term results would be the collapse 
of morality and increasing poverty. Because of the two 
sharply-divided religious camps in the Netherlands, the 
common schools would in an instant become sectarian 
schools, and religious warfare would soon follow.68 
Speaking to a gathering of the Groningen branch of 
the Maatschappij tot Nut van 't Algemeen later the same 
year, De Groot praised the society's contribution to 
maintaining the unity of the Dutch people. "How can we 
continue to feel that we are one Nation," he asked, 
"despite all the differences in politics, religion and 
schools that already exist, and that could now increase 
vigorously? What can hold us together, with all these 
divisions in State and Church, as citizens, as men, as 
Christians, so that we will not come into daily conflict 
with one another as enemies?'' The only answer was to 
continue to promote generalized Christian "principles," 
and to do so through the Nut's own schools and through 
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the common schools modeled upon them. These principles 
must continue to be ''deeply rooted in Dutch hearts.''69 
In his attempt to identify the "Christian 
principles'' upon which social and national unity could be 
built and maintained, De Groot turned to the example of 
Bostonian William Ellery Channing, the "founding saint" 
of Unitarianism. In a highly laudatory book about 
Channing, De Groot claimed that he had been "a member of 
no sect," since he taught that true Christianity was 
evolving into a purer phase beyond sectarian 
differences. 7 0 This justified the claim that schools 
could teach essentially those beliefs held by Unitarians 
without thereby favoring that denomination. 
Although ill-informed about the actual situation in 
Massachusetts--he reported that Unitarians made up the 
great majority of the population!--De Groot accurately 
captured the argument that Channing, Horace Mann, and 
other Unitarians had made a few years earlier in their 
crusade for a religiously-saturated but "non-sectarian" 
common school. Criticising the ''unreasoning zeal'' of 
the abolitionists (he was writing in 1858), De Groot 
described a religious ideal that placed more emphasis 
upon religious freedom than upon specific teachings, that 
was more concerned with tolerance and the search for 
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"truth" than with conveying any particular truths. In 
this ideal, the highest goal of a teacher was to reveal 
to children the God in them, not to teach them what 
others had experienced or believed about God and his 
purposes.7 1 
Conclusions 
De Groot's extensive and laudatory treatment of 
Channing was in a long-standing tradition in European 
social or political controversies of calling upon the 
example (or what was imagined to be the example) of the 
New World in support of a prescription for the Old. 
Channing's Massachusetts, in De Groot's version, 
exemplifies the triumph of the non-sectarian, 
undoctrinal, but deeply religious consensus Christianity 
that De Groot and others sought to develop in the 
Netherlands through the common school. This consensus 
was coming under increasingly heavy attack from those who 
held to traditional versions of Christianity, and 
Channing served as an authority for the view that such 
versions were destined to pass away as Eternal Truth was 
progressively unveiled. De Groot had of course held and 
taught the same view for thirty years. 
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De Groot shows no sign of awareness that Channing 
and his allies in Massachusetts had themselves called 
upon European models to justify the development of State-
directed common schools, and that the Netherlands in 
particular had frequently been cited by them as evidence 
that schoo 1 s cou 1 d be per mea ted with non-sectarian 
religion. 
William Ellery Channing called, in the pages of the 
Unitarian ~h~i~!i~~ ~~~~i~~~' for State action to 
establish a system of popular education on the Prussian 
model, pointing out that 
In Prussia the Department of Instruction 
is organized as carefully as that of war or of 
the treasury, and is intended to act on every 
district and family in the kingdom. In New 
England, it is no man's business to watch over 
public education. 
Thus ''Monarchical Prussia does more for the intellectual 
and moral improvement of her subjects, than republican 
America has ever thought of doing for her children." 7 2 A 
few years later he helped to persuade his parishioner 
Horace Mann to accept the responsibility of carrying out 
moral reform through education on behalf of the State. 
Mann and his fellow reformers drew encouragement 
from accounts by Cousin and others of the non-sectarian 
but deeply moral and religious character of instruction 
in Dutch common schools; Mann himself visited Prussian 
and Dutch schools in 1843, and devoted one of his 
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celebrated Reports to the lessons that American education 
should draw from these examples. 
There are striking similarities between the concerns 
expressed by Hofstede de Groot and those of contemporary 
education reformers in the United States. The most 
notable difference, that Mann and his allies were on the 
way to victory in the effort to implement the ''common 
school agenda" while De Groot and his allies were on the 
way to defeat in the effort to maintain it, only brings 
into sharper focus the themes they shared. 
Most basically, they were concerned about social 
unity and nation-building, and believed that the common 
school provided the only means to achieve unity in an age 
of political and social emancipation, an age with neither 
an established church nor an absolute monarchy. As 
liberal Protestants they shared an essentially optimistic 
view of human nature emancipated from inherited dogmas 
and superstitions while exaggerating the menace that the 
latter continued to represent. 
It would be a mistake to equate their position with 
the rationalism of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. 
Those who implemented the common school owed more to 
Schleiermacher and German Idealism, to Benjamin Constant 
and Lamennais than they did to Voltaire. Although 
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deeply religious, their faith was above all in the human 
spirit as a reflection and expression of the in-born 
divine. They believed that they were ~2~~ religious 
than their orthodox opponents, in the sense that they saw 
all of reality permeated with a diffuse spirituality and 
sought, through education, to develop the hearts of their 
students more than their minds. 
Given this goal, it is understandable that De 
Groot--like Horace Mann--saw religious particularism and 
''fanaticism'' as the greatest threats. In their place he 
sought to promote tolerance, which he insisted was 
entirely different from religious indifference. 
Traditional Christianity, with its stress on the total 
depravity of the human spirit apart from God and the 
crisis of redemption, left no room for the gradual 
development of the seeds of goodness and godliness 
planted originally by God in each human breast. 
De Cock complained that De Groot and other religious 
liberals misrepresented Calvinism, making it appear dark 
and cruel, a charge that Lyman Beecher similarly leveled 
against the Unitarians in Boston. 7 3 It is true that 
their famous tolerance did not extend to their orthodox 
opponents; De Groot, as a school inspector, arranged for 
the firing of a young teacher who criticized one of his 
anonymous pamphlets from an orthodox Protestant 
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perspective. The same teacher was then employed by a 
group of parents in Smilde--unwilling to send their 
children to the common school--resulting, as we have seen 
above, in a legal prosecution. The school inspector for 
that area (like De Groot, a clergyman) accused the 
teacher of "mystical thinking."74 
This intolerance of strongly-held beliefs had been 
characteristic of the EQil~~~EQ~~ and scoffers at 
religion, of course, but what is notable in the early 
nineteenth century is its prevalence among those 
professedly (and professionally) religious. When 
Nicholas Schotsman published a book in honor of the two-
hundredth anniversary of the Synod of Dordt the clerical 
reaction was strongly negative, and he noted75 that 
experience throughout the ages has shown that 
those who esteem tolerance in matters of faith 
most highly are the most intolerant of any who 
speak up for the truth. 
"There is one tolerance that is from God, another 
that is from the Evil One," wrote Isaac da Costa in his 
1823 polemic against ''the spirit of the age" from the 
perspective of a convert to orthodox Protestantism. 
True tolerance was based upon a recognition of human 
sinfulness and helplessness before God, not upon a proud 
human spirit raising itself up in judgment upon God's 
ways. 76 
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For De Groot and the other advocates of the common 
schoo 1, by contrast, such "fanaticism" was a "great ev i 1 
which spreads contagiously from city to city and from 
village to village and, like an undermining sickness, 
drains away the noblest strength." 77 It was the highest 
mission of the common school to teach in its place mutual 
love based upon a form of Christianity purified of those 
elements that were a stumbling-block to anyone. 
At its heart, then, the "common school agenda" was--
and to some extent continues to be--concerned above all 
with the muting of strongly-held passions, the 
sentimentalizing of deeply-felt convictions. Its 
"truth'' had to do more with the process of social 
accommodation than with the drama of a living religion. 
The present-day assault on the common school by parents 
for whom traditional religious belief is a central 
reality is not unprovoked; to the contrary, such 
conflict is implicit in the very goals of the 
institution. 
By the same token, many of the strongest defenders 
of the common school continue to share with Petrus 
Hofstede de Groot and Horace Mann religious convictions 
of a liberal Protestant, Reformed Jewish or Humanistic 
cast. For them as little as for their orthodox 
opponents is the primary function of schooling to teach 
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basic skills and essential knowledge. With their 
opponents they hold that the heart of education is the 
formation of loyalties and convictions, though they would 
center these on universals rather than on particulars. 
The common school, then, is anything but "secular." 
********* 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Social Anxiety and the Common School 
I. A Time of Change and Fear 
SOCIAL CHANGE IN ANTE-BELLUM MASSACHUSETTS 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
Mann in September 1839, 
attending a lecture by Horace 
found it "full of the modern 
gloomy view of our democratical institutions, and hence 
the inference to the importance of schools.••1 Mann and 
his fellow education reformers set out to convince the 
public to support universal popular education in "common 
schools'' by warning of a social and political crisis that 
must inevitably ensue if any part of the next generation 
was not reached and molded into the enlightened citizens 
that America required. 
It is tempting to dismiss these warnings--as Emerson 
did--as essentially self-serving and even insincere, but 
a fair assessment would echo the conclusion reached by 
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Bernard Bailyn in his ground-breaking study of the 
pamphlet literature of the American Revolution. 2 
I began to suspect that they meant something very 
real to both the writers and their readers: that 
there were real fears, real anxieties, a sense of 
real danger behind these phrases, and not merely 
the desire to influence by rhetoric and propaganda 
the inert minds of an otherwise passive populace. 
The argument for the common school was based upon 
deep pessimism about the economic and population changes 
that American society--including Massachusetts--was 
undergoing. As one historian describes these changes, 3 
At the beginning of this period [ 1824-1848], 
Massachusetts was approaching a great economic 
development. At the end, it had been 
practically transformed from an agricultural and 
seafaring community into a manufacturing region. 
as the wealth of Massachusetts 
concentrated under the direction of Bostonian 
financiers and urban interests grew more 
predominant, sounds of rural discontent rose 
high. 
Historians Carl F. Kaestle and Maris A. Vinovskis observe 
Massachusetts was more urbanized than the rest of 
the nation throughout the nineteenth century. 
The proportion of urban dwellers in Massachusetts 
rose from 32.0 percent in 1800 to 91.5 percent in 
1900 The rate of increase in the 
percentage of the population urbanized in 
Massachusetts is particularly significant in the 
two decades between 1830 and 1850. The surge of 
urban growth in the 1830s and 1840s coincided 
with a shift from commercial seaport dominance to 
the rise of numerous manufacturing cities in 
Massachusetts. As we would expect, the 
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proportion of the population engaged in 
manufacturing increased with urbanization, making 
its biggest gains in the 1840s. 
Poverty was an increasing problem, as urban 
conditions developed, and the poor were more and more 
perceived as to be feared as well as pitied. Henry 
Ware, Jr., a leading Unitarian and professor at Harvard 
Divinity School, wrote in the l820s5 of 
dark and comfortless cells, where hunger and cold 
are perpetual afflictions, . where parents 
and children converse only in words of blasphemy 
and reviling it is difficult to say 
whether the wretchedness be more deplorable, or 
the depravity more hopeless. 
The population of Boston increased by 73 percent 
during the period 1800-1820 and by 115 percent during the 
period 1820-1840. The rate of growth was increasing; 
from 1830 to 1850, roughly the period when the common 
school took shape, Boston's population increased by 123 
percent, while that of new industrial centers such as 
Lowell grew explosively. 
A financial crisis in 1837 led to a change in the 
American mood, a loss of the self-confidence that had so 
impressed visitors previously. 6 This was the year 
that the Massachusetts Board of Education was 
established, as part of a general effort by the social, 
economic and political elite to employ State action to 
contain and resolve the emerging social ''crisis". 
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THE IRISH IMMIGRATION 
Urbanization was not the only change that 
Massachusetts was experiencing. Slowly at first but 
with dramatic intensification starting in 1845, Irish 
immigrants poured into Boston, the nearest seaport in the 
United States. The problem of urban (and thus visible) 
poverty and social conflict took on a much more troubling 
character as it came to be associated with religious and 
cultural differences. 
While the earlier population growth in Boston, 
Lowell and other Massachusetts cities came largely from 
rural New England, there had been a steady flow of fairly 
prosperous Irish immigrants, many of them passing through 
on their way west. Evictions encouraged by the Irish 
Poor Law of 1838 and the potato rot that began in 1845 
stimulated Irish immigration tremendously and changed its 
character in ways that would have profound consequences. 
Oscar Handlin observes of the immigrants who came from 
Ireland in the 1840s that ''no other contemporaneous 
migration partook so fully of this poverty-stricken 
helplessness." These were not ambitious farmers and 
artisans seeking to improve their circumstances in a new 
land, but involuntary refugees from economic 
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catastrophe.7 
Imperfect as they are, the statistics of 
immigration reflect this situation. Before 1830 
the number landing there annually never exceeded 
2,000; before 1840 it reached 4,000 only once 
(1837). Distributed among many nativities, most 
were transients, westward-bound. 
Thereafter arrivals increased rapidly from 3,936 
in 1840 to 28,917 in 1849. The newcomers were 
overwhelmingly Irish. By 1850, about 
35,000 Irish were domiciled in the city; five 
years later there were more than 50,000 
The other foreign groups in the city were 
exceedingly small. 
This rapid immigration developed after Horace Mann 
and the Board of Education began their work of defining 
the mission of the "common school," in 1837. There are 
scattered references to the presence of the Irish and 
their significance to this mission, however, such as a 
report from the Roxbury School Committee in 1841 
(reprinted in Mann's Common School Journal) 8 that 
there are numbers of boys, who seem to be growing 
up without any school education at all. The 
greater part of them belong, we suppose, to our 
foreign population. We learn their parents 
generally wish them to attend school, and indeed 
direct them to go; but they seem not to have 
sufficient authority, or do not exercise it with 
sufficient energy, to enforce obedience. 
They may generally be distinguished from our 
school children of the same class in society, by 
shabbiness and dirtiness of dress and person, by 
the obvious want of self-respect, by bad manners 
and bad language. How much power have 
teachers and committees to enforce their 
attendance at school when their parents desire 
it? [8] 
Mann makes passing reference to the immigrants in 
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his later reports, though they were clearly not a major 
concern for him. For example, in his ~~~1f!h g~2£~! 
(1849), devoted largely to defending his position on 
religious instruction in the common school, he refers to 
a recent study of the Boston primary schools that found 
that of 10,162 students, 5,154 were of foreign parentage; 
his point is that only religiously-neutral schools could 
hope to enroll such children. 9 
Others were more directly concerned about the 
immigration. The chairman of the school Visiting 
Committee of the Boston School Committee observed, in 
1846 10, that 
it is a matter of daily remark, that immigration 
is constantly countervailing the Puritan leaven 
of our people, and reducing the scale of public 
morality and public intelligence. 
The following year Mann's close ally George B. Emerson 
lamented, on behalf of the Boston School Committee11 , 
that 
there are great masses coming in upon us who are 
not educated, except to vice and crime; the 
creatures or the victims of the oppression, or 
the overpopulation of the old world. 
The issue of foreign children was forcing itself upon 
education authorities: over 37,000 Irish immigrants 
landed in 1847, when Boston's total population was around 
114,000, and the foreign percentage of the population 
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grew from 32.6% in 1845 to almost 46% in 1850.12 By 
1860 foreign-born parents for the first time produced 
more children in Massachusetts than the native-born, 
according to a report of the Board of State Charities.l3 
Foreign students (which included the children of 
foreign-born parents) became a major issue in the term of 
Mann's successor, Barnas Sears, who took office in 1849. 
Sears wrote, in his report on the year 185514 , that 
A people may, as is now the case with us, be 
subject to influence from the presence of a 
foreign race of men. the gregarious life 
of childhood and youth in our numerous 
manufacturing towns and villages, furnish 
peculiar facilities for the diffusion of corrupt 
principles and morals. 
Governor Henry J. Gardner took office the same year 
as part of a landslide victory of anti-immigration 
''Nativist" candidates. In his Inaugural Address in 
January, Gardner observed15 that 
The most prominent subject before our State and 
Nation at the present moment concerns our 
foreign population;--the duties of republicanism 
towards them, its dangers from them. 
The remarkable spectacle presented to the eyes of 
our people, naturally and wisely jealous of their 
nationa 1 i ty, of a foreign immigration in the ten 
years from 1840 to 1850 outnumbering the whole 
previous influx since the organization of the 
republic, progressing too in an equally increased 
ratio since the latter date, and probable 
European convulsions threatening a steady 
augmentation of this flood 
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FEAR OF THE IMMIGRANT 
The concerns expressed by Gardner were part of a 
venerable tradition in American life, the fear that the 
society would not be able to absorb a massive influx of 
immigrants with different traditions and beliefs. 
Thomas Jefferson had expressed this fear in 1781-82, in 
his Notes on the State of Virginia, 16 observing that 
It is for the happiness of those united in 
society to harmonize as much as possible in 
matters which they must of necessity transact 
together. [Immigrants] will bring with 
them the principles of the governments they 
leave, imbibed in their early youth; or, if able 
to throw them off, it wi 11 be in exchange for an 
unbridled licentiousness These principles, 
with their language, they will transmit to their 
children. In proportion to their numbers, they 
will share with us the legislation. They will 
infuse into it their spirit, warp and bias its 
direction, and render it a heterogeneous, 
incoherent, distracted mass. 
Suspicion of foreigners was even stronger among 
Jefferson's Federalist opponents, whose stronghold was 
Boston. Federalist newspapers told native Americans 
around the turn of the century that the United Irishmen 
(primarily an organization opposing British rule in 
Ireland) were ''so many vipers within your bosom," and "a 
force sufficient to form an imperium in imperio." 
Controversies with France led in 1798 to the 
adoption of the Naturalization Act (requiring a waiting 
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period of fourteen years), the Act Concerning Aliens, and 
the Act Respecting Alien Enemies. Harrison Gray Otis of 
Massachusetts insisted in Congress that America should 
not 
invite hordes of wild Irishmen, nor the turbulent 
and disorderly of all parts of the world, to come 
here with a view to distract our tranquillity, 
after having succeeded in the overthrow of their 
own Governments. 
The same year the Massachusetts legislature proposed that 
the Federal Constitution be amended to bar naturalized 
citizens from holding office, lest immigrants 
''contaminate the purity and simplicity of the American 
character." 17 As Otis wrote to his wife at the time, 
''If some means are not adopted to prevent the 
indiscriminate admission of wild Irishmen and others to 
the right of suffrage, there wi 11 soon be an end to 
1 iberty and property."l8 
Liberty and property were at risk, the Federalists 
believed, but so was that national unity so dear to 
Jefferson and the Republicans as well. Thus Hami 1 ton 
wrote in 1802 that "the influx of foreigners must 
tend to produce a heterogeneous compound; to change and 
corrupt the national spirit; to complicate and confound 
public opinion; to introduce foreign propensities. In 
the composition of society, the harmony of the 
ingredients is all-important, and whatever tends to a 
151 
discordant intermixture must have an injurious 
tendency." 19 
Over the next thirty years a significant shift 
occurred in the nature of opposition to foreigners. The 
religion of the immigrants, specifically their 
Catholicism, became the primary sticking-point, as it had 
not been for the generation of the Founders. 
attribute this shift in part to changes 
immigration pattern itself; eighteenth 
We may 
in the 
century 
immigrants, whether from Ireland or from Germany, were 
predominantly Protestant, while economic circumstances 
brought an increasing number of Catholics as the 
nineteenth century progressed. At the height of the 
anti-foreigner agitation, Nativist leaders made clear 
that they continued to welcome "respectable Protestant 
immigrants." 
This was also a period of renewed aggressiveness on 
the part of the Catholic Church in several European 
nations, after its partial collapse under the impact of 
Enlightenment and Revolution. The Nativist conspiracy-
mongers were not inaccurate in accusing the Papacy of 
wanting to add the United States to the company of 
Catholic nations--after a 11, the Catho 1 ic hierarchy was 
re-established during these years in Britain and the 
Netherlands, the two most staunchly Protestant nations in 
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the world--even if Nativists greatly exaggerated the real 
threat that this represented. 
At the same time, resurgent evangelical 
Protestantism in the United States replaced the religious 
indifference or ''reasonableness'' of the previous 
generation. Under this impulse, some thirty religious 
newspapers were founded in the United States by 1827, all 
of which made anti-Catholicism one of their regular 
themes. 20 
Anti-Catholicism was a respectable sentiment across 
the Protestant spectrum. Thus the ultra-orthodox 
concern, in 1830, to the ''tide of infidelity and Romanism 
settling strongly into'' the Mississippi Valley, and 
especially to the efforts of Catholic missionaries to 
establish ''free schools, and female seminaries," in which 
''the most ruinous doctrines'' would be taught. 21 The 
same year the Unitarian Christian Examiner noted an 
--------- --------
" expose of the evils of Catholicism in Italy, and reviewed 
the book again in 1835 when it was re-edited with the 
titillating title Femal~ Convents. 
Disclosed. 22 
Secrets of Nunneries 
The theme of convent life received its classic 
exposition in the pages of the f£Q!~~!~~! ~l~3l£~!Q£, 
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founded in New York City in 1834. Some of the 
''revelations'' which appeared in this publication became 
Montreal (1836), by Maria Monk. Such attempts to 
exploit popular fears of "popery" were related to fears 
that there was an actual conspiracy on the part of 
European autocrats, especially the Austrian emperor, to 
bring down the American democracy. 
In 1835 Samuel F. B. Morse published his f2£~lg~ 
~2~~2l£~~y ~g~l~~! the ~l~~£!1~~ 2f !Q~ Q~l!~~ ~!~!~~. 
originally a series of newspaper articles devoted to this 
alleged conspiracy. Morse argued "the perfect fitness 
of the instrument, Catholic missions, to accomplish the 
political designs upon this country of Austria and her 
despotic a 11 ies." There was "a vigorous and unexampled 
effort by the despotic governments of Europe to 
cause Popery to overspread this country." Austrian 
funding for mission and educational work among Catholic 
immigrants was, Morse argued, motivated by political 
rather than religious ends; he disclaimed any wish to 
address the ''purely religious character of the tenets of 
the Roman Catholic sect." The most critical issue was 
educational. 
Popery is the natural enemy of GENERAL education. 
It is conforming for the present from 
policy to the spirit of Protestantism around it, 
that it may forge its chains with less suspicion. 
If it is establishing schools, it is to make them 
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prisons of the youthful intellect of the country. 
In answer to this Catholic and despotic threat, 
Morse argued, "Protestant patriotism" must give 
generously to support education. 23 
Does Austria send her tens of thousands [of 
dollars] to subjugate us to the principles of 
darkness? we must send our hundreds of 
thousands, aye our millions, if necessary, to 
redeem our children from the double bondage of 
spiritual and temporal slavery, and preserve to 
them American light and liberty. The food of 
Popery is ignorance. 
Another collection of newspaper articles was 
published in 1835 under the title Imminent Dangers to the 
f~~~ l~~!i!~!i2~~ 2i !Q~ ~~i!~£ ~!~!~~ !Q~2~gg f2~~ig~ 
Immigration and the Present State of the Naturalization 
Laws. The author, "An American," charged that 
emigrants are selected for a service to their 
tyrants; not for their affinity to liberty, but 
for their mental servitude, and their docility in 
obeying the orders of their priests. They are 
transported in thousands, nay, in hundreds of 
thousands, to our shores ... 
This threat was particularly acute because 
the notorious ignorance in which the great mass 
of these emigrants have been all their lives 
sunk, until their minds are dead, makes them but 
senseless machines; they obey orders 
mechanically, for it is the habit of their 
education, in the despotic countries of their 
birth. 
Thus education--of the wrong sort--was an essential part 
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of the problem. The newcomers had not been educated for 
participation in a republican form of government, and 
would be fit tools for the conspiracy to overthrow 
American freedoms. 
The author stressed that the danger could not be 
identified with the visible Catholic Church alone, since 
its Jesuit agents were infiltrating themselves among the 
general mass of immigrants. 
They are not confined to one class in society; 
they are not merely priests, or priests of one 
religious creed, they are merchants, and lawyers, 
and editors, and men of any profession, and no 
profession, having no outward badge (in this 
country) by which to be recognised; they are 
about in all your society. They can be 
Democrat today, and Aristocrat tomorrow. They 
can out-American Americans in admiration of 
American institutions today, and "condemn them as 
unfit for any people" tomorrow. These are the 
men that Austria has sent here, that she supplies 
with money and whose officers (the 
Bishops) are passing back and forth between 
Europe and America, doubtless to impart that 
information orally which would not be so safe 
committed to writing. 
Thus all immigrants must be suspect, and either excluded 
or kept in a second-class status by denial of citizenship 
and eligibility for office. 24 
Massachusetts was fertile ground for such fears. A 
Society for the Diffusion of Light on the Subject of 
Romanism was organized in the state in 1835, and a branch 
of the American Society to Promote the Principles of the 
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Protestant Reformation a couple of years later.25 
Typical of the mood of the time is a ''Memorial of 282 
Citizens of Sutton and 325 Citizens of Milbury, in the 
State of Massachusetts, against Foreign Emigration" 
submitted to Congress in 1838.2 6 These rural voters 
must have had very little direct experience with 
foreigners, but they asked Congress to ascertain 
lst. Whether there are not designs against the 
liberties of our country by means of this great 
influx of foreign immigration? 
2d. Whether the character of many of the 
emigrants does not auger a vast increase of 
pauperism and of crime in our land? 
3d. Whether there are not those now amongst us, 
who, by their oaths of allegiance to a foreign 
despotic Prince or Power, are solemnly bound to 
support his interests and accelerate his designs 
. 7 
4th Whether there is not a foreign conspiracy 
existing against the government of this great 
republic .. ? 
The General Association of the Congregational 
Churches of Massachusetts adopted, in 1844, a 8~E~~! ~~ 
Po2ery which stated that the Catholic Church was in fact 
more idolatrous and abominable than the pagans 
themselves, 27 while the Unitarian Christian Examiner of 
Boston stressed the "debasing and corrupting influences 
of the Roman Catholic religion," and lamented the 
necessity of allowing Catholics to found the College of 
the Holy Cross in Worcester. 28 
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We should grieve for our beloved Commonwealth if 
we saw any reason to apprehend that the gross 
perversion of the Christian faith and life which 
Rornanisrn involves would ever renew its blighting 
influences here. our fathers sought this 
wild, dreary region, hard and inhospitable as it 
was, for the sake of an everlasting riddance of 
Popery, with all its forms and substance. They 
hated it, they were absolutely and irreconcilably 
disgusted with it. They hoped never to see a 
rag or a remnant of it on this side of the great 
deep. It is almost too much for the 
children of the Puritans to bear. Out from the 
heart of our beloved Commonwealth are now to 
graduate, from year to year, Jesuit priests,--the 
O'Briens, the O'Flahertys, and the McNarnaras. 
Ireland and Rome together make a combination of a 
not very attractive character to the sons of New 
England sires. 
These developments in Massachusetts were part of a 
much broader Nativist impulse during this period of 
uncertainty and social change. Delegates from around 
the country gathered in Philadelphia in 1845 for a Native 
American National Convention, and issued a "Declaration 
of Principles" that lamented the peril to American civil 
institutions created by ''the rapid and enormous increase 
of the body of residents of foreign birth, imbued with 
foreign feelings, and of an ignorant and immoral 
character." 29 
The mass of foreign voters, formerly lost among 
the Natives of the soil, has increased from the 
ratio of 1 in 40 to that of 1 in 7! a like 
advance in fifteen years will leave the Native 
citizens a minority in their own land! Thirty 
years ago these strangers carne by units and 
tens--now they swarm by thousands. having 
been sent for the purpose of obtaining political 
ascendancy in the government of the nation; 
having been sent to exalt their allies to power; 
having been sent to work a revolution from 
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republican freedom to the divine rights of 
monarchs. From these unhappy circumstances has 
arisen an Imperium in Imperio--a body uninformed 
and vicious--foreign in feeling, prejudice, and 
manner, yet armed with a vast and often 
controlling influence over the policy of a 
nation, whose benevolence it abuses 
Public authorities in Massachusetts were equally 
concerned about the impact of immigration upon the 
increase of pauperism and disease. A Joint Committee of 
the legislature issed a report in 1848 that contrasted 
the current immigration with that in the past.30 
Those now pouring in upon us, in masses of 
thousands upon thousands, are wholly of another 
kind in morals and intellect, and, through 
ignorance and degradation from systematic 
oppression of bad rulers at home, neither add to 
the intelligence nor wealth of this comparatively 
new country. their ignorance, and total 
inability, even when in perfect health, to adapt 
themselves to the requirements of society here, 
without a long and tedious training 
The following year the Massachusetts Sanitary 
Commission submitted to the legislature an exhaustive 
report on the extent of foreign pauper ism, drunkenness, 
criminality, and insanity in Boston, and charged that 
foreign paupers and idiots were being shipped to America 
to empty the poorhouses of Europe. 3l 
Massachusetts seems to have resolved itself into 
a vast charitable institution. the 
managers of the pauper-houses of the old world, 
and the mercenary ship-owners who ply their craft 
across the Atlantic and pour their freight freely 
in, each smile at the open-handed, but lax system 
of generosity which governs us, and rejoice at an 
opportunity to get rid of a burden, or make a 
good voyage. 
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Inevitably, these concerns about a growing pauper 
class (by no means unfounded) and xenophobic fears found 
political expression in Massachusetts, as elsewhere. In 
1845 Thomas Davis was elected Mayor of Boston on the 
ticket of the newly-formed American Republican party; 
controversies in New York City over Catholic opposition 
to use of the King James version of the Bible played a 
role in this election. Several years before Lyman 
Beecher, formerly an evangelist and pastor in Boston, had 
made a fund-raising visit for his theological seminary in 
Ohio. Echoing his 1835 book ~ !:l~~ i~E. !_h~ ~~.§.!_, 
Beecher told Massachusetts Yankees that the Catholic 
Church was seeking to subvert America and could only be 
resisted by ''a competent evangelical ministry and 
revivals of religion;" 
essential. 
concerns.3 2 
Davis' 
Bible-reading in schools was also 
candidacy benefited from these 
It was in 1854 that nativist concerns came to a head 
in Massachusetts politics, resulting in an almost 
complete sweep of the elections of that year. The 
American Republican party outpolled the other four 
parties by 81,500 to 54,000 in what has been described as 
''an uprising against the prestige and power of a 
bourgeois aristocracy'' as well as a reaction against 
foreign immigration. Out of over four hundred 
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Massachusetts legislators, all but three were members of 
the American or "Know Nothing" party. Only thirty-four 
of them had had previous legislative experience.33 
This powerful political reaction against immigration 
is the context of Governor Gardner's remarks about the 
dangers created by the "foreign population." Gardner's 
Inaugural Address after the landslide election of 1854 
called for a vigorous use, by the State, of education as 
the primary means of shaping the immigrant to the 
American pattern.3 4 
It is a great problem of statesmanship wisely to 
control the mingling of races into one 
nationality. The dominant race must regulate 
the incoming class. It is the only 
salvation of both. . . . Legislation must 
cooperate with time and circumstances in working 
out this decree of God, this axiom of political 
philosophy, this theory of nationality. 
To dispel from popular use every foreign 
language, so great a preserver of unassimilating 
elements of character--to print all public 
documents in the English tongue alone--to ordain 
that all schools aided by the State shall use the 
same language to cultivate a living and 
energetic nationality--to develop a high and 
vivid patriotism--to Americanize America--to 
retain the Bible in our common schools--to keep 
entire the separation of church and state--to 
nationalize before we naturalize, and to educate 
before either .... 
The Know-Nothing program was essentially not to 
exclude but to assimilate, concerned to make immigrants 
"be as we are".3 5 This intention had been expressed by 
Mayor Davis of Boston in his inaugural address in 1845, 36 
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when he insisted that 
It is not the object of the American party, by 
word or act, to engender unkind feelings between 
native-born and foreign-born citizens. Its 
object is, by the establishing of general and 
salutary naturalization and registry laws, by 
education and moral means, to place our free 
institutions upon such a basis that those who 
come after us, the descendants both of the 
foreign and of the American citizens may be free 
and independent. 
The assimilating intention evident in Governor 
Gardner's program of a decade later would become a 
primary theme in the development of the common school, 
and one of the leading factors in its ''triumph" as the 
pre-eminent American institution. 
II. Education for Assimilation 
THE VOLUNTARY IMPULSE 
It was not at first clear that the responsibility 
for assimilating immigrants and shaping them into upright 
Americans would be taken up by the State. The lead was 
indeed first taken by churches and church-related 
voluntary associations. Alexander Hamilton had called 
in 1802 for a "Christian Constitutional Society" to aid 
immigrants and win their loyalty, and a number of 
voluntary associations--such as the Massachusetts Society 
for Promoting Christian Knowledge (1807), the Boston 
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Society for Religious and Moral Instruction of the Poor 
(1816), and the Society in Lynn for the Promotion of 
Industry, Fruga 1 i ty and Temperance ( 1826) --included this 
among their objectives.37 
When the prominent citizens who made up the Boston 
Society visited the homes of the destitute on a fact-
finding mission, they discovered that many had no Bible, 
while a distressing number of children were both 
illiterate and ignorant of Christianity. The first 
response was to begin to organize Sunday schools which 
wou 1 d teach 1 iter acy and mora 1 pr inc ip 1 es through 
readings of a devotional character. In 1817 the Society 
petitioned the Selectmen for the use, on Sundays, of the 
grammar school house bordering the Common, in an area 
with a high proportion of Negro and foreign-born 
families. 38 
Our objects in attending to Sunday schools are, 
to reclaim the vicious, to instruct the ignorant, 
to secure the observance of the Sabbath, to 
induce the children to attend public worship, and 
to raise the standards of morals among the lower 
classes of society. 
By 1837, the year when the Massachusetts Legislature 
set up the Board of Education to give State direction to 
popular education, the Boston Sabbath School Union was 
enrolling 2,602 regular students, with 376 volunteer 
teachers. 39 It has been suggested that pan-Protestant 
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cooperation in the Sunday school movement created the 
precedent for supporting the non-sectarian common school, 
with much the same motivation of popular uplift.40 
Related to the establishment of Sunday schools was 
the effort to distribute copies of the Bible to every 
family. The American Bible Society adopted this as its 
mission in 1830, with a special concern to reach 
immigrants with the Bible. Thus the Society reported, 
in 1835, on the work of one of its agents at Le Havre, a 
major port of embarkation for German immigrants. The 
agent wrote that he told them "that in America everyone 
has his Bible, and that American Christians wish everyone 
who comes to the country to have one also. It must 
produce a moral impression that will not easily be 
effaced from their minds." 41 A decade later a 
Massachusetts delegate reminded the Society42 that 
we are trying to sweeten not a bitter fountain 
only [a reference to Exodus 15:22-25] but a 
mighty river which is continually flowing down 
upon us like the vast Mississippi, with all its 
waters and something I fear of its mud, carrying 
desolation in its track, and scarcely leaving a 
trace of cultivation behind. More than one 
half, at least, of these immigrants are Roman 
Catholics 
Missionary efforts among poor urban immigrants were 
a major concern of the Protestant denominations in this 
period; by 1838 Boston had at least ten "ministers-at-
large" supported by church funds to carry out such 
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ministries. The pioneer of this group, Unitarian Joseph 
Tuckerman, had begun his work in 1826 with the conviction 
that he was engaged not only in relieving material needs 
but also in building character. As he wrote later,43 
I do not believe there ever was or that there is 
a human being in whom there was or is no element 
of goodness; no element of moral 
recoverableness; no unextinguished spark of 
moral sensibility which, with God's blessing, may 
not be blown into a flame. 
Tuckerman was opposed to State interventions to improve 
the conditions under which the poor lived or to promote 
moral reformation. "Moral suasion was the only means of 
reform he could bring himself to endorse; he was 
convinced that all reforms based on legal coercion were 
bound to entail greater evils than they were supposed to 
remedy.•44 
It is no exaggeration to say that Protestant leaders 
of this generation believed that they were engaged in a 
mighty struggle with ignorance, moral degradation, and 
popery, and that voluntary efforts could play a major 
part in this struggle. The nation was faced with a 
choice between "superstition and evangelical light,• 45 
and the chosen role of Protestant churches went far 
beyond ministering to their members. They saw themselves 
as charged with shaping the culture, its institutions, 
and its future citizens. 
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THE STATE AS EDUCATOR 
There were those, however, who looked to more than 
voluntary and church-associated measures, who believed 
that the State was in the last analysis the appropriate 
agency to take on the task of reshaping immigrants into 
Americans. One of these was James Carter, who more than 
anyone else prepared the way for the measures taken by 
Horace Mann to redefine the mission of the common school 
and led the legislative efforts which established the 
Board of Education in 1837. 
Carter wrote in his highly influential ~~~~y~ on 
Popular Education (1826), 46 that 
Upon this topic of popular education, a free 
government must be arbitrary. For its existence 
depends upon it. The more ignorant and degraded 
people are, the less do they feel the want of 
instruction, and the less they will seek it. 
if any one class of men, however small, be 
suffered as a body to remain in ignorance, and to 
allow their families to grow up without 
instruction, they will increase in a greater 
ratio compared with their numbers, than the more 
enlightened classes, til they have a 
preponderance of physical power. 
Thus popular education could not be left to chance, or to 
the zeal and efforts of voluntary associations: indeed, 
''every private establishment detaches a portion 
of the community from the great mass, and weakens or 
destroys their interest in those means of education which 
are common to the whole people." Only a universal and 
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mandatory system could achieve what was necessary: 
The ignorant must be allured to learn, by every 
motive which can be offered to them. And if 
they will not thus be allured, they must be taken 
by the strong arm of government and brought out, 
willing or unwilling, and made to learn, at 
least, enough to make them peaceable and good 
citizens. 
Carter called for essentially a State monopoly of 
popular education, by which he meant the elementary 
schools which alone were attended by the broad mass of 
the people. After all, 
free governments are the proprietors of all 
literary and scientific institutions so far as 
they have the tendency to diffuse knowledge 
generally among the people. The free schools of 
Massachusetts, as the most efficient means of 
accomplishing that object, should therefore be 
the property and peculiar care of government. 
The objective of this State-controlled system of popular 
education had little to do with economic or egalitarian 
goals; it was to shape future citizens to a common 
pattern. Like the Jacobin orators on "republican 
education" during the French Revolution, Carter turned to 
the example of Sparta, as presented by Plutarch in his 
life of Lycurgus. Plutarch described an idealized 
Sparta in which boys were taken from their families to be 
raised by the State in a pattern of martial virtue. For 
Carter as for other education reformers of the time, this 
represented the potential of the common school. After 
all, 
if the Spartan could mold and transform a nation 
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to suit his taste, by means of an early 
education, why may not the same be done at the 
present day? 
The same intimate connection between a ''free'' or 
republican form of government and schooling was a primary 
consideration with Edward Everett, Governor of 
Massachusetts in 1837, when the Board of Education was 
created by the Legislature, and thus the appointer of the 
original Board. Everett told a county common school 
convention the following year that "on the system 
established in the United States, where the people are 
not only in theory the source of power, but in practive 
are actually called upon, constantly, to take an 
efficient part in constituting and administering the 
government, it is plain that education is universally and 
indispensably necessary.''47 
Carter and Everett were harking back to a theme that 
had been stated a generation earlier by Noah Webster, the 
author of the most widely-used spellers in the early 
Republic. In an essay that first appeared in his 
American Magazine in 1 787-l 788 48 , webster stressed that 
''our national character is not yet formed,'' and that 
therefore 
it is an object of vast magnitude that systems of 
education should be adopted and pursued which may 
not only diffuse a knowledge of the sciences but 
may implant in the minds of American youth the 
principles of virtue and of liberty and inspire 
them with just and liberal ideas of government 
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and with an inviolable attachment to their own 
country. 
Popular education was not only the most effective, but 
indeed the only effective means of creating future 
citizens. 
Laws can only check the public effects of vicious 
principles but can never reach the principles 
themselves, and preaching is not very 
intelligible to people till they arrive at an age 
when their principles are rooted or their habits 
firmly established. The only practicable 
method to reform mankind is to begin with 
children. 
Thus the churches could not effectively serve as the 
primary socializing agency of society, nor could such an 
essential element of social control be left to chance; 
it must become a primary object of government. 
Education, in a great measure, forms the moral 
characters of men, and morals are the basis of 
government. Education should therefore be the 
first care of a legislature A good system 
of education should be the first article in the 
code of political regulations no 
legislature can be justified in neglecting proper 
establishments for this purpose. 
Webster was very clear about the socializing 
function of schooling: 
The virtues of men are of more consequence to 
society than their abilities, and for this reason 
the heart should be cultivated with more 
assiduity than the head. 
Properly used as an instrument of republican government, 
popular education could shape children to the needs of a 
virtuous society. Of all possible reforms, this was 
clearly the most desirable, since 
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until legislators discover that the only way to 
make good citizens and subjects is to nourish 
them from infancy mankind cannot know to 
what a degree of perfection society and 
government may be carried. 
The concerns that Webster was expressing around the 
time when the Constitution was adopted had to do with the 
general challenge of forming citizens for a republic. 
Thirty years later the development of urban life and of 
new economic strains were turning his attention, and that 
of others, to the problem of poverty and of the 
incorporation of the poor into the social order. In 
1819 Webster wrote to Massachusetts Governor John 
Brooks, 4 9 urging him that 
To form plans for diffusing literary and moral 
improvement among the poorer classes of citizens, 
in connection with religious instruction, will be 
no less our pleasure than it is our duty. To 
draw from the obscure retreats of poverty the 
miserable victims of ignorance and vice, to 
enlighten their minds and correct their evil 
habits, to raise them to the rank of intelligent, 
industrious, and usefu 1 members of society wi 11 
never cease to be the object of deep solicitude 
with a wise legislature. 
Immigration was still a minor part of the problem of 
social coherence in 1819; indeed, in the period 1821-
1826 less than four thousand passengers would land at 
Boston, most of them transients going further South or 
West (by contrast, in 1846-1851 112,664 passengers landed 
at Boston). 50 The assimilation of those immigrants who 
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came seemed a matter of course; in 1818 Secretary of 
State John Quincy Adams wrote to a European inquirer that 
immigrants were welcome in America, but they must "cast 
off their European skin, never to resume it. ,51 
Growing immigration does not account, ini tia 11 y at 
least, for the new concern for direct State intervention 
in the provision of popular education, though Governor 
Seward of New York identified this as a serious 
educational issue in 1840. Massachusetts, unlike New 
York, was not an attractive goal for immigrants until the 
economic crisis in Ireland sent over a wave of the truly 
impoverished who had no choice but to land at the nearest 
American port. It is poor students and not foreign 
students who, initially at least, were the primary 
concern of the Massachusetts education reformers. 
This concern is reflected in the complaints of the 
educationa 1 journals which did so much to form the 
climate in which popular education became the pre-eminent 
social reform, in the 1820s and 1830s, that educators 
were doing too little about the "vicious" and "ignorant." 
Schools were needed to "purify the thick atmosphere of 
moral pollution which they have always breathed, and 
which still envelopes them.•• The editor of the American 
Annals of Education52 stressed that 
the question for every individual is whether he 
shall aim at the highest degree of security for 
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his property and life, by educating every 
individual around him . 
Historian Whitney Cross has suggested that the 
economic panic of 1837--initiating a period of 
retrenchment and confusion that lasted until 1844--led 
to "a more modest estimate of the country's immediate 
potentialities" and a turn, on the part of temperance and 
other moral reform forces ''from moral suasion to legal 
compulsion.'' Cross's contention is that the habits of 
thinking about the causes and remedies of social problems 
created by the ''religious ultraism" of the preceding 
decade carried over into the reform movements of the 
subsequent period.53 
Disillusion recommended less faith in the 
goodness and automatic accomplish~ents of the 
regenerate man and more faith 1n measures 
calculated to make men behave aright. 
Reform was still to be accomplished rapidly, in 
great strides, not painstakingly and patiently by 
slow, small steps. The objective continued to 
be an absolute, not a relative, improvement. 
People must still be brought to an emotionalized 
state of intense conviction to accomplish 
anything ... 
HORACE MANN AND THE "PATERNAL" STATE 
Something of this fervor was very much a part of the 
character of Horace Mann, and of his success; French 
education reformer Gabriel Compayre 1 ikened Mann to "a 
Peter the Hermit who preached a crusade against 
ignorance. • 54 His first crusade, however, was concerned 
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with controlling adult behavior, with drunkenness and 
insanity, through State action. Elected to the 
Massachusetts Legislature in 1827, Mann "found the 
environment of the General Court conducive for further 
development of his sense of stewardship and social 
responsibi 1 i ty." Taking stock of the laws that had 
been passed in the legislative session of 1830, Mann 
wrote that ''after such reflections, I feel my desire for 
human and benevolent effort invigorated." 
Jonathan Messerli notes55 that, 
Biographer 
Mann would cast himself in the role of a 
humanitarian reformer and be instrumental in 
defining the right of the state to intervene in 
curbing the appetites of the intemperate and 
treating the insane. 
This role proved a great success for Mann; thirteen 
years after his admission to the bar as an obscure lawyer 
with no social connections to the Boston elite, he was 
President of the Massachusetts Senate and a valued ally 
and agent of that elite. In this role he was 
instrumental in creating the Board of Education, and was 
a natural choice (despite his lack of previous interest 
in popular education) to lead the most significant reform 
effort of all. 
Two days after accepting the position of Secretary 
of the Board (at the end of June, 1837), Mann wrote to a 
friend 56 : 
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I have abandoned jurisprudence, and betaken 
myself to the larger sphere of mind and morals. 
Having found the present generation composed of 
materials almost unmalleable, I am about 
transferring my efforts to the next. Men are 
cast-iron, but children are wax. 
Two weeks later he wrote in the same vein, to his 
sister, 57 expressing his intense concern whether 
I can discover by what appliance of means a non-
thinking, non-reflecting, non-speaking child can 
most surely be trained into a noble citizen ready 
to content for the right and to die for the 
right. 
Although he was discouraged by the resistance of 
adults to the efforts of State-led reform to mold them to 
a more virtuous pattern, he did not abandon his interest 
in such efforts.58 He retained a conviction that 
If temperance prevails, then education can 
prevail; if temperance fails, then education 
must fail. 
In its Third Report (1840) Mann's Board of Education 
stressed that "the State, in its sovereign capacity, has 
the deepest interest in this matter" of popular 
enlightenment through common schools and the libraries 
which he urged that each should contain. In this way 
the State could "call into existence an order of men" who 
would lay the basis for future prosperity and social 
progress. 59 
It is a corollary from the axioms of its 
constitution, that every child, born within its 
borders, shall be enlightened. In its paternal 
character, the government is bound, even to those 
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who can make no requital. 
In the introductory remarks to the first issue of 
his ~2~~2~ ~£~221 ~2~£~~1, an immensely influential 
publication aimed at teachers and "friends of education'' 
(November 1838), Mann reviewed the essentials of his 
educational creed.60 
The germs of morality must be planted in the 
moral nature of children, at an early period of 
their life. If we would have improved 
men, we must have improved means of educating 
children. Of all the means in our 
possession, the common school has precedence, 
because of its universality 
He stated the claim even more boldly in the 
introductory remarks to the third year of the ~2~~2~ 
School Journal 61 , in January 1841: 
the Common School is the greatest discovery ever 
made by man. Other social organizations 
are curative and remedial; this is a preventive 
and an antidote; they come to heal diseases and 
wounds; this to make the physical and moral 
frame invulnerable to them. Let the Common 
School be expanded to its capabilities, let it be 
worked with the efficiency of which it is 
susceptible, and nine tenths of the crimes in the 
penal code would become obsolete; the long 
catalogue of human ills would be abridged 
His introductory remarks the following year (January 
1842) summoned all true patriots to join in this effort, 
which he suggested was equivalent to that of the American 
Revolution [an early use of the ''moral equivalent of war'' 
argument!] 62 : 
what sphere of patriotic exertion is left open 
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for the lover of his country, but the sphere of 
improving the rising generation through the 
instrumentality of a more perfect and efficient 
system for their education? For this 
improvement of the race, a high, a generous, an 
expansive education is the true and efficient 
means. 
Mann's confidence in the almost infinite power of 
popular education was not confined to his public 
rhetoric; for example, he wrote to his ally Henry 
Barnard, then promoting school reform legislation in 
Rhode Island, in June 1844,6 3 that 
If Rhode Island passes that bill 
generation it will regenerate the mass 
people. 
in one 
of her 
On the other hand, as he wrote that year in his ~igh!h 
Report, there would be terrible consequences if popular 
education were neglected, or failed to deal with issues 
of character as well as the training of the mind: 
if we do not prepare children to become good 
citizens imbue their hearts with the love 
of truth and duty, and a reverence for all things 
sacred and holy, then our republic must go down 
to destruction, as others have gone before it; 
and mankind must sweep through another vast cycle 
of sin and suffering. 
After all, he wrote the next year, "our schools foster 
the interests of morality, and act as a restraint upon 
those formidable vices which are everywhere starting up 
around us."64 
In his Tenth (1847) Mann provided an 
extensive review of the legal and other provisions for 
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education in Massachusetts; this summary was reprinted 
two years later in an expanded version by order of the 
Legislature, with ten thousand copies distributed. Mann 
asserted that 
Massachusetts is parental in her government 
as evidenced by her provisions for popular education, and 
by her concern for the poor: 
For the support of the poor, nine tenths of whose 
cost originate with foreigners or come from one 
prolific vice, whose last convulsive energies she 
is now struggling to subdue, she annually pays 
more than three hundred thousand dollars 
This is one of his first references to the social 
problems created by immigration, and it is notable that 
he writes of ''foreigners" in parallel with those 
impoverished by intemperance.65 
In the last of his twelve reports, and after his 
decision to take the seat in Congress vacated by the 
death of John Quincy Adams, Mann employed his usual 
vehemence to portray the infinitely threatening nature of 
a society in which the young have not been shaped to 
honor the social virtues.66 
As the relations of men became more complex, and 
the business of the world more extended, new 
opportunities and new temptations for wrong-doing 
have been created. With the endearing relations 
of parent and child, came also the possibility of 
infanticide and parricide; and the first 
domestic altar that brothers ever reared was 
stained with fratricidal blood. 
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He continues in this vein for three pages, then 
notes the various efforts which have been made throughout 
history, including the exhortations of the clergy, to 
contain evil, all in vain. But, he concludes, 
there is one experiment which has never yet been 
tried. Education has never yet been 
brought to bear with one hundredth part of its 
potential force, upon the natures of children, 
and, through them, upon the character of men, and 
of the race. Here, then, is a new agency, 
whose powers are but just beginning to be 
understood, and whose mighty energies, hitherto, 
have been but feebly invoked. Reformatory 
efforts, hitherto made, have been mainly expended 
upon the oaken-fibred hardihood and 
incorrigibleness of adult offenders; and not 
upon the flexibleness and ductility of youthful 
tendencies. 
''Reformatory efforts,'' so directed, could banish 
from the world ''the dark host of private vices and public 
crimes which now embitter domestic peace and stain the 
civilization of this age.'' This would, in fact, 
accomplish the long-deferred promise of the Founder of 
Christianity, since 
when Christ taught his disciples to pray, ''Thy 
kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is 
done in heaven," did he teach them to pray for 
what shall never come to pass! And if this 
consummation is ever to be realized, is it to be 
by some mighty, sudden, instantaneous revolution, 
effected by a miracle, or is it to be produced 
gradually by that Providence which uses human 
agents as its instruments? 
For Mann, the question answered itself. 
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THE SCHOOL IN PLACE OF PARENTS 
Historian Stanley K. Schultz has provided a 
masterful narrative of the growth of the conviction, 
among the Boston e 1 i te, that the common schoo 1 and 
mandatory school attendance were essential to social 
stability and to the control and assimilation of an 
immigrant population. He relates this conviction to the 
"discovery of childhood" that was such an important 
element in the international Romantic Movement of the 
early nineteenth century, and that was abundantly 
reflected in the new sentimental children's literature of 
the period. If ''the child is father to the man," the 
education of the rising generation was obviously of 
overwhelming importance.67 
Although Americans had always regarded their 
youth as the promise of the future, more than 
ever during the three antebellum decades they 
promoted the present generation as either the 
salvation or the destruction of the nation. 
It was no longer possible to rely upon the home to 
train this generation in those qualities of character 
that were essential to the survival of a free republic or 
Christian Commonwealth. In 1843 a Baptist periodical in 
Boston charged that parents had abandoned their 
responsibility for moral education, and that this laxity 
could destroy the nation.68 
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Horace Mann made the same charge in his ~lSQ!Q 
The context of his remarks is a concern to 
refute charges made by certain orthodox Protestants that 
the common school tended to undermine religious faith; 
actually, he wrote, he and the Board had actively 
promoted the use of the Bible in schools and had required 
it in the State Normal Schools where future teachers were 
trained. Thus the Common School, he wrote, was "the 
nursery of piety.•• 69 After all, 
though undoubtedly it is the duty of parents and 
of religious teachers, to cooperate with the 
Common School teachers in their religious 
instructions, yet it is only in the Common School 
that thousands of the children in our 
Commonwealth can be thus instructed. How many 
are there of those, who swarm in our cities, and 
who are scattered throughout our hundreds of 
towns who, save in the public schools, receive no 
religious instruction? They hear it not from 
the lips of an ignorant and a vicious parent. 
They receive it not at the sabbath-school, or 
from the pulpit. And if in the Common School, 
the impulses of their souls are not awakened and 
directed by judicious religious instruction, they 
will grow up, active in error, and fertile in 
crime. 
The following year Mann expressed his concern over 
the neglect of moral training by many local school 
committees, as reflected in their annual reports to 
him. 70 He feared that many schools concentrated too 
exclusively on developing the intellect and even had a 
negative impact--through reliance upon competition among 
the students--upon the development of character. 
Do they cultivate the higher faculties in the 
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nature of childhood,--its conscience, its 
benevolence, a reverence for whatever is true and 
sacred; or are they only developing, upon a 
grander scale, the lower instincts and selfish 
tendencies of the race .. are we equally 
sure that our schools are forming the character 
of the rising generation upon the everlasting 
principles of duty and humanity .? 
In the strength of his conviction that the mission of the 
school was to make children better than their parents, 
and thus better than their parents could make them, Mann 
came as close as his Unitarian beliefs and his emphatic 
rejection of Calvinism would permit him to an assertion 
of something like "original sin". The human situation, 
for him, was as hopeless as a Calvinist would have 
painted it; the significant difference was that, for 
Mann, the agent of redemption was the Common School. 
How shall the rising generation be brought under 
purer moral influences .. [so that] when they 
become men, they will surpass their predecessors, 
both in the soundness of their speculations and 
in the rectitude of their practice? The 
same nature by which the parents sunk into error 
and sin, preadapts the children to follow in the 
course of ancestral degeneracy. Sti 11, are 
there not moral means for the renovation of 
mankind, which have never yet been applied? 
Note that Mann hoped for an improvement in "the 
soundness of their speculations," by which he meant that 
progressive purification of Christianity from the 
superstitious inheritance of "priestcraft'' (Protestant as 
well as Catholic) to which he often referred. 
In approval of such efforts, the influential 
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Congregationalist journal New Englander pointed out that 
''these schools draw in the children of alien parentage 
with others, and assimilate them to the native born. 
So they grow up with the state, of the state and for 
the state."71 
SUMMARY 
With the growing immigration of the late 1840s and 
early 1850s, the assimilating task of education seemed 
ever more essential. By 1852 over 6,600 of the 11,800 
students in the Boston primary schools were of foreign 
parentage, and one of the city's educational leaders 
boasted of what the schools were doing to "Americanize" 
these children.72 Two years earlier the School 
Committee had urged 73 that 
We must open the doors of our school houses and 
invite and compel them to come in. There is no 
other hope for them or for us. In our 
Schools they must receive moral and religious 
teaching, powerful enough if possible to keep 
them in the right path amid the moral darkness 
which is their daily and domestic walk. 
unless we can reclaim this population in their 
childhood by moral means, we must control them by 
force, or support them as paupers, at a maturer 
period of 1 if e. 
It is the growing immigration, and the fears that it 
elicited, that explain why the ''common school'' came to 
have such a ''mythical'' significance in nineteenth-century 
America. 
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The essential program had been laid out for the 
common school before immigration became a major 
preoccupation. Absent a national church, a monarchy, an 
external threat, there seemed little to hold the new 
nation together. Those concerned with public affairs 
found the burgeoning of Protestant denominations and even 
of new religions, the unbridled competitiveness of the 
marketplace, the rapid rise and fall of political parties 
deeply unsettling. The common school as imagined by 
Horace Mann (who never taught in one) would be above 
religious and political divisions, and would teach 
students higher motivations than ''emulation.'' It was 
the reform from which all other reforms would flow. 
What in the 1830s was a cause appealing to a 
relatively limited elite, concerned to shape the American 
people in their own enlightened image, came in the next 
two decades to be perceived as an urgent necessity by 
virtually all Americans of social and political 
influence, including orthodox Protestants who otherwise 
might well have insisted upon more direct doctrinal 
content in the schools. 
Anxieties about the assimilation of the immigrant 
prevented the development of a religiously-differentiated 
educational system, as in most European nations in this 
period, and made the common school the supreme American 
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institution. 
The crisis in confidence in public schools so 
evident today draws much of its irrational quality from 
the exaggerated hopes that we have cherished over the 
past century and a half. We have expected that our 
schools would banish crime and social divisions, that 
they would make our children better than we have ever 
been. Horace Mann and others promised us that, and we 
believed them. It is no wonder that suggestions that 
the common school be diversified, that the "public 
education monopoly" be broken up, that our society's 
secular church be disestablished arouse the deepest 
anxiety and confusion today. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Sources of the Common School Idea 
I. The Social Mission of the Common School 
Popular--or elementary--schooling in Massachusetts 
in the years that followed the Revolution was provided by 
an assortment of local arrangements which do not fit into 
our present categories of "public" and "private" 
education. The schoolmaster might be hired by a town or 
district committee of citizens, or might set up school on 
his or her own initiative, especially in the larger 
communities. In either case, the school would be 
largely supported by the fees paid by parents, though 
various arrangements were made to pay the fees of the 
children of families for whom this would have been a 
burden. The clergy frequently took a leading role in 
sponsoring and overseeing schools; though few were 
explicitly church-controlled, most schools made religious 
instruction and devotions a normal part of their program. 
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The educational reformers of the 1830s and 
subsequent decades derided such 
schooling as hopelessly inadequate, 
arrangements for 
but recent research 
suggests that it was rather effective. Literacy and basic 
mathematical skills were nearly universal, and those 
students whose social status or natural ability made 
secondary education possible were prepared for such 
further study. It was effective, that is, in providing 
the instruction necessary for the farmer, craftsman, or 
small tradesman of the day, and in laying a basis for 
further study for those who were in a position to go on. 
It will be helpful to the discussion that follows to 
adopt a distinction current in the debates over education 
policy in France during the Revolution, between 
instruction and education. The former was used to refer 
to the teaching of skills and information necessary for 
economic life, while the latter refered to the shaping of 
the character, values and loyalties of students as future 
participants in political and social life. 
This distinction itself tells us much about the 
changing and expanding role attributed to formal 
education under the influence of the Enlightenment. For 
influential eighteenth-century thinkers, and for those 
school reformers who sought to implement their program, 
popular education was essential as a counterweight to and 
190 
eventually a replacement for that which had been provided 
by the churches through preaching and catechism. A 
certain amount of l~~!~~~!l2~ in reading, writing and 
computation was also seen as useful--literacy would 
banish "superstition," the philosophes believed, not 
anticipating the new forms of superstition which it would 
nourish!--but that was a secondary consideration in the 
creation of systems of popular education under State 
control. 
The l~~!~~~!l2~ provided in Massachusetts in the 
early nineteenth century was, in general, quite adequate 
to the needs of the day; the ''common school revival" 
that began in the late 1820s and received definitive form 
under the leadership of Horace Mann was a struggle over 
~~~~~!l2~. over the role of schools in shaping the 
character of the American people. Mann and others set 
about creating a system of popular education in support 
of their convictions about the necessary direction of 
American 1 if e. 
A concern for the improvement of instruction--in the 
narrower sense--was among the reform movements of this 
era of benevolent activity, promoted in much the same 
manner as other reforms and efforts to improve society 
that gained broad support about the same time, through 
voluntary associations, "networking," and local 
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initiative by local elites. 
Within a few years, however, the emphasis shifted 
from voluntary initiatives to improve the techniques and 
resources available for i~~!~~~!i~~ to state action in 
the interest of a uniform system of education. 
---------
Voluntary efforts lost credit. Local diversity was 
defined as a problem, and schools not accountable to the 
political process were condemned as a threat to the best 
interests of society. The goa 1 became the 
transformation of popular schooling into a powerful 
instrument for social unity. 
In Massachusetts the "common school revival'' was 
essentially an effort by a Protestant/Whig minority to 
reshape popular beliefs and values after a single 
pattern. State action was necessary, in their view, 
primarily to overcome the undesirable diversity of 
teaching. This diversity was seen as harmful to 
progress, to social and national unity, and to the 
interests of an emerging elite whose position was based 
upon manipulation of the symbolism and management of the 
new institutions necessary to this unity. 
Although the common school revival took place in the 
era of "Jacksonian democracy," efforts by some historians 
to relate it to the demands of the common people have 
been less than convincing. It would be more accurate to 
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especially its use of State-controlled teacher training 
institutions or normal schools, was widely cited in 
support of a similar program in Ohio, New York, 
Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts. The attempt (which 
then appeared highly successful) in the Netherlands to 
teach religion and morality in common schools without 
concessions to the religious diversity of the students 
offered hope that the same approach would be a success 
under American conditions. 
These Continental examples provided the elements of 
an educational program that promised to shape the values 
of future generations of citizens in accord with those 
considered most appropriate by the liberal elite of the 
period. 
Much the same program had already been proposed, 
some forty years before, by several gifted essayists 
under the direct influence of the French Enlightenment 
and the educational agenda of the radicals during the 
French Revolution. In this naked form, it found little 
support; mediated through the examples of the Protestant 
states of Europe and clothed in the rhetoric of liberal 
Protestantism, it was able to triumph in the decades 
before the Civil War. 
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II. Demand for National Education in the New Republic 
In the years immediately after the American 
Revolution there was an extensive reciprocal influence 
between "Republican'' circles in the United States and in 
France. Most Americans hailed the French Revolution, as 
even arch-Federalist Alexander Hamilton conceded in 1793, 
writing to a friend that "the popular tide in this 
country is strong in favor of the last revolution in 
France .l It was claimed, indeed, that more 
cannons were fired by Americans in 1795 to celebrate the 
fall of Amsterdam to the French than the French had fired 
in taking it. 2 
Thomas Jefferson and his political allies continued 
to support the French Revolution even after the excesses 
of the early 1790s. Jefferson wrote, in 
characteristically exaggerated terms, that "the liberty 
of the whole earth was depending on the issue of the 
contest, and rather than it should have failed, I 
would have seen half the earth devastated."3 
The exciting debates on education in the French 
National Assembly awoke echoes in Jeffersonian circles in 
the United States. Jefferson himself called schools the 
most important instrument of society for "ameliorating 
the condition, promoting the virtue, and advancing the 
happiness of man," and in 1786 he had written (from pre-
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Revolutionary ParisJ 4 that 
by far the most important bill in our whole code 
is that for the diffusion of knowledge among the 
people. No other sure foundation can be 
devised, for the preservation of freedom and 
happiness. Preach, my dear Sir, a crusade 
against ignorance; establish & improve the law 
for educating the common people. 
This was not an unfamiliar theme to those who, like 
Jefferson, were soaked in Enlightenment discussions of 
the means of the progress of nations. 
wrote (in 1786)5 that 
Benjamin Rush 
Our schools of learning, by producing one general 
and uniform system of education, wi 11 render 
the mass of the people more homogeneous and 
thereby fit them more easily for uniform and 
peaceable government. 
Thus, by a sort of perpetual-motion process, Rush 
believed that popular education would produce the 
Millenium in the new nation: 
From the combined and reciprocal influence of 
religion, liberty, and learning upon the morals, 
manners, and knowledge of individuals, of these 
upon government, and of government upon 
individuals, it is impossible to measure the 
degrees of happiness and perfection to which 
mankind may be raised. For my part, I can form 
no ideas of the golden age, so much celebrated 
by the poets, more delightful than the 
contemplation of that happiness which it is now 
in the power of the legislature of Pennsylvania 
to confer upon her citizens by establishing 
proper modes and places of education in every 
part of the state. 
This is precisely the hope which inspired the 
Jacobin education reformers in the National Convention in 
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France. Thus, for example, Napoleon's future chief of 
police, Fouche, told the Convention in 1793 6 that 
If our schools are organized promptly and as we 
wish, the most glorious revolution will be 
achieved; every success depends upon that 
success; it bears all our hopes and all our 
fears; no other consideration may be set in the 
balance against such a powerful interest. 
The French people no more want a half-schooling 
than they want a half-liberty; they want to be 
entirely remade, like a new creature coming 
freshly out of the hands of Nature. 
In their confidence that popular education could 
completely transform the French people, could create them 
anew as though they had no past and no attachment to 
beliefs, loyalties, and habits, Fouche and his fellow-
Jacobins reflected one of the dearest convictions of the 
En 1 ightenment. By putting such a transformation forward 
as a popular demand, they were articulating a desire of 
which we may be sure the French People to whom they 
attributed it were unaware. As the sequel--the dismal 
failure of attempts to implement the radical education 
program in France, despite all the threats and the 
formidable organizing energy of the Jacobins, show, the 
common people were determined not to be reshaped 
according to the new ''republican'' model. 
Like the Jacobins, Rush had absorbed the 
Enlightenment conviction that the State should .seek to 
refashion its people by a popular education concerned 
more with civic virtue and national loyalty than with 
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literacy and other skills. The impulse to seek to shape 
the future through molding the children of the common 
people was almost irresistible to this generation of 
liberal idealists. 7 
The present time is peculiarly favorable to the 
establishment of these benevolent and necessary 
institutions in Pennsylvania. The minds of our 
people have not as yet lost the yielding texture 
they acquired by the heat of the late 
Revolution. They will now receive more 
readily than five or even three years hence new 
impressions and habits of all kinds. 
The essential ruthlessness of this ambition comes 
across in Rush's statement 8 that 
I consider it as possible to convert men into 
republican machines. This must be done if we 
expect them to perform their parts properly in 
the machine of the government of the state. 
That public is sophisticated with monarchy or 
aristocracy that does not revolve upon the wills 
of the people, and these must be fitted to each 
other by means of education before they can be 
made to produce regu 1 ar i ty and unison in 
government. 
It was in this spirit that Rousseau had written, in 
his essay Sur l~ gouvernement de Pologne (1772) 9 that 
It is education which must give to souls a 
national compulsion, must so direct their 
opinions and tastes that they will be patriots by 
inclination, by passion, by necessity. The 
child must see the fatherland when he first opens 
his eyes, and must see nothing else unti 1 he 
closes them in death. 
Some of the essays on education in this period when 
the national purpose was defined are prophetic of later 
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developments, though they produced slim results at the 
time. As in Europe, it was only when these ''radical'' 
ideas had been clothed in liberal Protestantism that they 
were able to make headway in a climate that did not favor 
direct attacks upon religious orthodoxy and its 
institutional expressions. 
A characteristic form of policy debate during the 
eighteenth century was the prize essay, written in 
response to a question of current importance posed by a 
one of those learned societies of which the age was so 
prolific; often a number of the reponses were published 
and achieved significant impact. This was the means by 
which Rousseau first achieved a broad audience, and the 
primary vehicle of the discussions out of which the great 
movement of educational reform in the Netherlands 
emerged. 
In the same spirit, the American Philosophical 
Society (of Philadelphia) offered a prize in 1795 for the 
best essay on a national system of education. The prize 
was shared in 1797 by Samuel Knox (a Scots-Irish 
Presbyterian minister sympathetic to the religious views 
of Jefferson) and Samuel Harrison Smith (editor of the 
National the official paper of the 
Jefferson administration). In their suggestions we can 
see boldly stated the views which Mann and his generation 
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of reformers would restrain themselves from expressing 
openly but would translate effectively into new 
institutions and new assumptions. Of particular 
interest is the influence of recent and continuing 
debates in France, still admired by Jefferson and his 
political allies. 
SAMUEL HARRISON SMITH 
Smith does not mince his words: "it is the duty of 
a nation to superintend and even to coerce the education 
of children and high considerations of expediency 
not only justify but dictate the establishment of a 
system which shall place under a control, independent of 
and superior to parental authority, the education of 
children." To this end, it should be "made punishable 
by law in a parent to neglect offering his child to the 
preceptor for instruction.'' ''Society must establish the 
right to educate, and acknowledge the duty of having 
educated, all children. A circumstance so momentuously 
important must not be left to the negligence of 
individuals." 10 
This echoes the insistence of the Jacobins on the 
right of the State to educate all of the children of the 
nation in common schools, not only to overcome possible 
neglect by indifferent parents, but to counter the views 
200 
of the parents themselves. Thus Citizen LeClerc 
proposed as the first article of the education statutes 
with which the Convention proposed to transform the 
French people, 11 
No one w~ll be excused from sending his children 
to the ~~~!~~ ~~ ~l!~Y~~· By means of 
common instruction, you will set the hearts of 
the children free from the aristocratic ideas of 
their parents, from their pride, from their 
fanaticism. does that offend against the 
authority of parents? No. It simply exercises 
that of the Fatherland. 
With respect to the content of such instruction, 
Smith argued that it must give primacy to the development 
of that "virtue" essential to the civil order, and of the 
"wisdom" necessary to the exercise of virtue. Since the 
purpose of education was essentially civic and secular, 
it should limit itself to 
the admission into the young mind of such ideas 
only as are either absolutely true or in the 
highest degree probable should it not 
be thought treason against truth and virtue to 
instill prejudice and error into the young mind? 
what shall we say of those who inculcate 
principles which they know to be false and 
attempt in this way to establish systems that 
only exist in the midst of human carnage and 
destruction? Let then those truths in 
which all men agree be firmly impressed, let 
those which are probable be inculcated with 
caution, and let doubt always hang over those 
respecting which the good and the wise disagree. 
Above a 11 things let the infant mind be 
protected from conviction without proof. 
Thus, "the most solemn attention must be paid to 
avoid instilling into the young mind any ideas or 
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sentiments whose truth is not unequivocally established 
by the undissenting suffrage of the enlightened and 
virtuous part of mankind.''l2 
Here 1s a full load of Enlightenment themes, 
familiar from Diderot, Condorcet, and others who 
discussed systems of national popular education. First, 
that much of orthodox religion is untrue and that those 
who teach its doctrines are self-serving hypocrites who 
know that it is untrue (by the 1830's the accusation had 
changed, both in Europe and the United States: they were 
"twisted fanatics"). Second, that religious systems 
have been productive only of "carnage and destruction." 
Third, that ''the enlightened and virtuous'' basically 
agree on both truth and morality, and thus there is a 
basis for a common teaching which can be entirely 
uplifting and which could not offend any right-thinking 
parent. 
Since education would be compulsory, the resistance 
of those parents who might cling to beliefs on which the 
enlightened and virtuous do not agree could be dismissed. 
Note, however, that the need for compulsory education is 
a tacit admission that there would not be universal 
agreement on this program. Horace Mann himself did not 
initially call for compulsory education, trusting in his 
powers of persuasion and in the growing enlightenment of 
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the Age, but the resistance which be experienced brought 
him finally to the conviction that it was necessary; 
Massachusetts adopted the first compulsory attendance law 
in the United States, in 1852. 
Smith adumbrated several other themes of the later 
program of public education, under the influence of the 
proposals then current in France. One was the need for 
the development of appropriate schoolbooks that would 
reflect the new objectives and premises of education from 
a national perspective. Such works ''explaining and 
enforcing plain and undeniable truths and avoiding 
prejudices or falsehoods'' were not available, Smith 
wrote, but by ''offering large rewards for books of this 
nature" (as had become the practice of the French 
revolutionary government) it would be possible to develop 
a set of ''approved books'' that would render education 
independent of the inadequacies of particular teachers. 
The indispensable economy of arrangements which 
are to pervade a whole society will prohibit 
the employment of preceptors of either great or 
original talents. It will therefore be fit that 
the preceptor, instead of inculcating his own 
immature ideas, should be guided by prescribed 
works~" 
Presumably Smith had in mind the development of American 
equivalents of the Principes de l~ moral~ r~publicaine, 
the Catechisme r~publicain, the Ep!tres et i~angiles du 
' ~~p~Qli~~iQ and other works developed several years 
before at the invitation of the National Convention in 
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France.13 
It is clear that Smith's concern is not with 
improved methods of teaching reading or arithmetic (with 
''instruction"), but with ''education," with the 
ideological content of schoolbooks. This is for him a 
matter of transcendent importance, as it was then to the 
Jacobins in France. 
If any one circumstance be more connected with 
the virtue and happiness of the United States 
than another it is the substitution of works 
defining correctly political, moral, and 
religious duty in the place of those which are at 
present in use. Every new work, then, which 
comes from the pen of a citizen may be deemed an 
important acquisition, a stay to our virtue and a 
shield to our happiness. 
After all, 
it is true that some nations have been free 
without possessing a large portion of 
illumination, but their freedom has been 
precarious and accidental, and it has fallen as 
it rose. Discord and strife have always 
proceeded from, or risen upon, ignorance and 
passion. When the first has ceased to exist and 
the last shall be virtuously directed, we shall 
be deprived of every source of misunderstanding. 
By establishing a national system of education in 
the United States, "the first result would be the giving 
perpetuity to those political principles so closely 
connected with our present happiness.''l4 
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SAMUEL KNOX 
Samuel Knox, who shared the essay prize with Smith, 
shared with him also an approval of the recent efforts to 
create a national education system in the service of the 
French Revolution.l5 
What has lately been done in France excepted, I 
know of no plan devised by individuals or 
attempted by any commonwealth in modern times 
that effectually tends to the establishment of 
any uniform, regular system of national 
education. The good effects of such a 
system are almost self-evident. Diversity 
of modes of education also tend not only to 
confound and obstruct its operation and 
improvement but also give occasion to many other 
inconveniences and disagreeable consequences that 
commonly arise in the various departments of 
civil society. .. But were an approved system 
of national education to be established, all 
these imperfections of its present state would, 
in a great measure, be remedied and at the same 
time accompanied with many peculiar advantages 
hitherto unexperienced in the instruction and 
improvement of the human mind. 
This rage for a ''rational'' uniformity, this conviction 
that national education is the key to the progress of 
humanity, echoes the debates in the French Nat ion a 1 
Convention. 
Another note that is more peculiarly American, and 
would gain increasing importance in the future, was a 
concern to create a national unity out of the diverse 
population of the United States through an educational 
system deliberately geared to assimilation. Knox argued 
that this was essential for 
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such a wide extent of territory inhabited by 
citizens blending together almost all the 
various manners and customs of every country of 
Europe. Nothing, then, surely, might be 
supposed to have a better effect toward 
harmonizing the whole in these important views 
than an uniform system of national education. 
This required, as Smith had insisted, an exclusion of 
revealed religion, which was productive only of further 
divisions, from the educational process. 1 6 
characteristically Jeffersonian terms Knox noted that 
It is a happy circumstance peculiarly favorable 
to an uniform plan of public education that this 
country hath excluded ecclesiastical from civil 
policy and emancipated the human mind from the 
tyranny of church authority and church 
establishments. It is a consequence of this 
principle of our happy civil constitution that 
theology, so far ast the study of it is connected 
with particular forms of faith, ought to be 
excluded from a liberal system of national 
instruction, especially where there exist so many 
various denominations among the professors of 
the Christian religion. 
In 
Not that religion itself, in an extremely general sense, 
would be excluded. The school day should begin and end 
''with a short and suitable prayer and address to the 
great source of all knowledge and instruction." 
It might, also, be highly advantageous to youth, 
and in no respect interfere with the different 
religious sentiments of the community, to make 
use of a well-digested, concise moral catechism. 
In the first part of this catechism should be 
inculcated natural theology or the proofs of the 
existence of the Deity from his works. 
The second part might properly consist of the 
first principles of ethics, the nature and 
consequence of virtue and vice, and also a 
concise view of economics and the relative 
virtues. The third and last part should 
inculcate, concisely, the principles of 
jurisprudence; the nature of civil government .. 
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He then goes on to recommend a daily reading aloud, by 
one of the students, of a selection from a book of 
meditations for each day of the year, translated from a 
German work, which sounds remarkably like one of the most 
''religious'' works in the Common School Library that would 
be adopted by the Massachusetts Board of Education in the 
early 1840s. These g~!l~~!!QQ!, Knox says, ''are 
calculated to present the most sublime ideas of the Deity 
and to excite to the love and study of science,'' and 
their use would "impress on the tender mind a reverence 
of the Deity, a sense of His government of the world, and 
a regard for morals."l? 
Like Smith, again, Knox called for a national board 
of education that, among other duties, would adopt a 
"uniform system of the most approved schoolbooks." In 
each state there would be a ''president" who would also 
serve as a member of the national board, and would make 
annual reports on the condition of all schools. To 
assist him in the "superintendence'' of the schools, there 
would be a ''rector'' for each county to visit schools and 
supervise the examination of students. These 
arrangements are parallel to those discussed though not 
effectively implemented at the time in France, and to 
those implemented effectively a little later in the 
Netherlands and then in Prussia. 
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ROBERT CORAM 
Another contemporary essayist of the same political 
and educational views was Robert Coram, of Wilmington, 
Delaware. 
~QQ~Sh_ ~ I'.l~!l !.9.!:. !.!:!~ Q~!:\~!:.~1 Es!~~E~.!:!!!!~!l! 9_!_ ~£.!:!9.9.1~ 
throughout the United States (1791) 18 complained that 
In the savage state education is perfect. In 
the civilized state education is the most 
imperfect part of the whole scheme of government 
or civilization; or, rather, it is not 
immediately connected with either, for I know of 
no modern governments, except perhaps the New 
England states, in which education is 
incorporated with the government or regulated by 
it. 
Coram was writing before the education debates in the 
French National Convention (the Committee on Public 
Instruction was elected in October, 1792), but he was a 
teacher of French and his essay is permeated with ideas 
of the French Enlightenment, including its optimism and 
urgency about popular education under State control: 
To make mankind better is a duty which every man 
owes to his posterity, to his country, and to his 
God; and remember, my friends, there is but one 
way to effect this important purpose--which is--
by incorporating education with government.--This 
is the rock on which you must build your 
political salvation! 
LAFITTE DU COURTEIL 
A French immigrant and schoolmaster, Amable-Louis-
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Rose de Lafitte du Courteil, expressed similar views in 
an essay published in Philadelphia in 1797. Lafitte 
argued that 
there is not a true national character in the 
United States of America, nor any of those public 
establishments which announce a nation, and ... 
the education of the youth of each sex is almost 
nothing and the houses of instruction very 
defective 
compared with the specialized secondary schools of pre-
Revolutionary France. Lafitte's concern, unlike that of 
those discussed above, was not with popular education but 
with the formation of a national elite, but he was led to 
the same conclusion, that "the creation of such 
institutions belongs only to the beneficent and paternal 
hand of government." Only in this way could a remedy be 
found for "the absense of a nat ion a 1 character, an 
indifference for every public establishment .. 19 
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE JEFFERSONIAN ESSAYISTS 
The most significant aspect of the essays on the 
need for a "national education'' for the development of a 
"national character'' in the first decades of the Republic 
is that they had so little impact. Even though some of 
them, like editor Smith or Dr. Rush--a signer of the 
Declaration of Independence--were otherwise influential, 
they wrote on education to an audience that was not ready 
to accept an essentially radical position about 
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government intervention in matters that had been the 
concern primarily of parents and of churches. 
The fact that the American Philosophical Society, 
the leading Enlightenment institution in the United 
States, offered a prize for the best essay on a national 
system of education, and selected those by Knox and 
Smith, makes it clear that the "radical'' educational 
agenda of the French Revolution, derived in turn from the 
philosophes, was familiar to and even supported by some 
of the elite of the new nation. The complete rejection 
of these proposals, the lack of any contemporary action 
by Congress to create national uniformity and federal 
leadership in education, reflect a very different view 
among Americans in general about how education should be 
controlled and by whom its objectives should be set. 
For all their interest in the history of American 
education, we do not find Mann and other reformers of the 
1830s and 1840s citing Knox or Smith or Rush in support 
of their very similar proposals: an active role for the 
State, a board of education, regular reports on the 
performance of local schools, adoption of standardized 
school texts, avoidance of religious instruction in 
distinctively Christian doctrines, and compulsory 
education as an assertion of society's prior claim to 
children, whatever the views and desires of their 
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parents. 
We may speculate that they recognized that the naked 
Enlightenment program of education by and for the State 
was too radical still for the American people, too 
closely associated with the atheism and social radicalism 
that continued to give France a fearsome reputation. 
They looked to other models, to those piously Protestant 
states of Europe that had managed to cast the 
Enlightenment program in acceptable terms and to direct 
it toward goals which that explicitly moral and only 
indirectly political. 
III. The "Friends of Education" and Foreign Models 
Colonial education, though required by provincial 
laws in some cases, was controlled locally with little 
coordination or communication other than that provided by 
the discussions of ministerial associations and by such 
benevolent associations as the Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts. 
in 179 9, according to Henry Bar nard, that 
It was only 
the first 
education association was formed, in Middlesex County, 
Connecticut. Samuel May, later a Normal School 
principal in Massachusetts and a prominent abolitionist, 
was one of a group of Connecticut ministers who issued a 
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call, in 1826, for a convention "to consider the defects 
of our Common Schools," and formed a society the next 
year in Hartford to improve them. 20 It was not until 
1830, however, that a really influential association was 
organized. 
The American Institute of Instruction grew out of a 
convention of nearly three hundred ''teachers and other 
friends of education" held in Boston in March 1830. 
Local conventions had been taking place over the previous 
four or five years, encouraged by the Lyceum Movement 
that brought together adults for lectures and discussions 
on various matters of common interest. This movement 
was a typical benevolent enterprise with strong local 
roots; by 1832 there were said to be nine hundred 
lyceums in the United States, some with as many as the 
twelve hundred members in Salem, Massachusetts.21 
The convention in 1830 was called "to receive 
reports on the progress of lyceums and the condition of 
common schools, and to acquire information as to the 
organization of infant schools, and the use of school and 
cheap scientific apparatus.''22 The participants visited 
''public schools and humane instiutions of Boston'' and 
discussed a wide variety of topics. A committee was 
formed to plan "a permanent association of persons 
engaged and interested in the business of instruction," 
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and this group in turn called a further convention at the 
State House in Boston that August, drawing participants 
from fifteen states. 
The Introductory Discourse was given by Brown 
University President Francis Wayland, who stated 23 that 
We have assembled today, not to proclaim how well 
our fathers have done, but to inquire how we may 
enable their sons to do better. we, at 
this day, are, in a manner, the pioneers of this 
work in this country. Education, as a science, 
has scarcely yet been naturalized among us. 
Radical improvement in the means of education is 
an idea that seems but just to have entered into 
men's minds. God helping us, then, let 
us make our mark on the rising generation. 
Wayland was not asserting, it should be noted, that 
education itself was unavailable or in short supply--he 
knew perfectly well that almost universal literacy was 
the rule in New England--but that the science of 
education was undeveloped; this led to a limited 
capacity to impact upon the next generation. Wayland 
himself was author of a highly-regarded text on moral 
education, and his concern to "make our mark'' had to do 
more with what we would now call values and attitudes 
than with reading skills. 
Another participant in these early meetings, George 
B. Emerson, recalled later that they had met ''to see what 
could be done to strengthen and advance the cause in 
which they were interested and engaged. They 
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have continued to meet for the purpose of elevating the 
character of instruction, of widening its sphere, of 
ascertaining more clearly what should be its objects, and 
of perfecting its methods; for the purpose of 
making more apparent to our fellow-citizens the absolute 
importance of education to the existence and continuance 
of our free institutions, and to the advancement of our 
race In short, they meet to quicken to a warmer 
glow the fire in their own breast, and to kindle it as 
far as possible in the breast of others.•• 24 For 
Emerson, who was a practicing educator, the first 
headmaster of Boston's English High School and then of a 
private school for girls, the original impulse was one of 
mutual support and the advancement of a profession by 
helping the teacher feel "how high and noble is the work 
in which he is engaged.'' 
There is nothing in these early discussions, as they 
have come down to us, suggesting that the goal was a 
state-controlled system of education in which teachers 
would be employees carrying out centrally-defined tasks. 
To the contrary, the thrust of the organization, so far 
as can be judged from the papers given at the annual 
conventions, was to increase the skills of teachers seen 
as individual practitioners, and the scope of their 
concept of their mission. 2 5 In other words, the focus 
of these efforts was on improving instruction, though it 
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is clear from Wayland's remarks (and from his widely-
influential Elements of Political Economy of 1837) that 
they enjoyed an elevated opinion of the significance of 
such efforts for the future of the nation. 
Legislation to improve common schools had been 
enacted or revised in a number of states throughout the 
previous decade, but this legislation, like that during 
the colonial period, was designed chiefly to specify that 
local communities must provide schooling, and did not 
create a state leadership role or specify educational 
objectives and procedures. 
Historians David Tyack and Elisabeth Hansot observe 
that, while most of the participants in the Institute 
were teachers, they were not from the "rank and file of 
district school instructors, who were young, female, and 
with only modest training." Almost all were male 
college graduates, and a majority taught in private 
academies 26--those institutions that, a decade later, 
Horace Mann would be criticising so harshly as 
competitors with Common Schools and State-operated Normal 
Schools. 
In order to promote the exchange of ideas and 
practices among essentially isola ted teachers, a number 
of education journals were founded in these years, some 
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twenty before 1840. These included the original 
American Annals of Education (W. c. Woodbridge), the 
f2gg~~!l~~! f2~~2g ~~Q22l ~2~~g~l (Henry Barnard), and 
the f2~~2g ~~Q22l ~2~~g~l (Horace Mannl. 27 Barnard 
later revived the American Journal of Education and made 
of it a major organ of information about European 
practices and the history of the common school movement. 
It was to Europe that the members of the American 
Institute of Instruction and other education reformers of 
the 1830s turned for their models of ''scientific" 
education, and it was to a Europe which, in a 
revolutionary age of nation-building, had developed the 
educational theories and institutions which gave popular 
schooling the primary mission in shaping political and 
social life. 
LOOKING TO EUROPE 
The influence of foreign models, epecially that of 
two Protestant states of the continent, Prussia and the 
Netherlands, was of critical importance in shaping the 
goals and the arguments of the education reformers. 
It was through the nation-building role of popular 
schooling in those countries that key ideas of the 
216 
Enlightenment and the French Revolution of 1789 became 
central elements of what was virtually a consensus 
program among elites in the United States throughout the 
century and a quarter beginning around 1830. 
Ironically, the direct proposals for nation-building 
through popular education that surfaced in the years 
following the American Revolution received little 
support, in part because they resembled the detested 
French models too closely. It was as mediated by the 
Protestant Enlightenment in the Netherlands and Prussia 
that such ideas became acceptable to the heavily-
Protestant elite in the United States. 
That the alternative model offered by England, where 
education remained essentially in the hands of private, 
ecclesiastical and charitable enterprise until the 
twentieth century, did not have more appeal suggests how 
strongly Enlightenment concerns for national unity and 
uniformity dominated the thinking of the leaders in the 
Common School movement in the United States. These 
concerns were fueled by various strains and anxieties, 
including fears about divisive religious and social 
conflict and especially about the impact of immigration 
and Roman Catholicism upon the national identity. 
Under these circumstances, the safely Protestant 
models of Prussia and the Netherlands seemed to offer 
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justification for strong state leadership in popular 
education. This justification was used to good effect 
by Horace Mann and others predisposed to seek to address 
many social ills through state action. The puzzle is 
that those who did not share this confidence in state 
action and this desire for uniformity did not put up a 
more effective opposition. By the Civil war, in fact, 
popular education was one of the few areas of social and 
economic life in which the states at least pretended to 
the primary role. 
Visits to Europe and study of continental models are 
a constant theme in the 1830s. In Barnard's American 
--------
~~~~~!lQ~~l ~lQS~~p~y, for example, we read of William 
Woodbridge's European trip in 1825-1829, including long 
stays at Hofwyl in Switzerland to study Pestalozzi's 
methods and in Frankfurt, Southern Germany, and Brussels. 
Similarly Lowell Mason, the pioneer in music instruction, 
visited Germany and Switzerland in 1837 to perfect his 
methods. George Emerson was not able to make a similar 
tour until 1855, but he had studied eagerly the accounts 
of others. 28 Horace Mann's honeymoon trip to Europe in 
1843 produced one of his most widely-read annual reports. 
Perhaps the most respected voice among orthodox 
Congregationalists, Amherst College President Heman 
Humphrey, published an account of his trip in 1835 to 
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Great Britain, France and Belgium. Humphrey, who served 
subsequently on the Massachusetts Board of Education and 
played the key role in disarming its orthodox critics, 
was critical of the vaunted parish schools of Scotland, 
while observing that New England schools also were 
''susceptible of great improvements.· 29 Such 
improvements were particularly needed, he wrote, in the 
stress ''laid upon the importance of religious instruction 
in our schools." 
A few years earlier John Griscom, a professor of 
chemistry and natural philosophy in New York and a 
founder of the American Bible Society, had published an 
account of his European journey in 1818-19. Griscom had 
strong praise for education of poor children in the 
Netherlands, and for the positive state role in bringing 
this about.30 
Another influential American traveller was Alexander 
Dallas Bache, grandson of Benjamin Franklin and President 
of Girard College in Philadelphia, an institution for 
orphan boys. Bache was sent on the tour by his trustees 
as part of the planning for the institution. He had 
particular praise for the popular instruction provided in 
the Netherlands, singling out the system of school 
inspection, the provision for the education of poor 
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children, and the method used in non-sectarian religious 
instruction:3 1 
. while the necessity of religious instruction 
has been strongly felt, it has been made to stop 
short of the point at which, becoming doctrinal, 
the subjects taught could interfere with the 
views of any sect. Bible stories are made the 
means of moral and religious teaching in the 
school, and the doctrinal instruction is given by 
the pastors of the different churches on days 
appointed for the purpose, and usually not in the 
schoolroom. 
Presumably Bache felt a special interest in this aspect 
of Dutch education because the will of Stephen Girard, 
under which his institution was to be established, 
forbade religious instruction of the admission of any 
clergyman to what was to be a strictly cloistered 
boarding school, with the avowed intent of shielding 
students from religious controversy. This will was the 
subject of a celebrated lawsuit (instituted in October, 
1836) in which Daniel Webster was to argue before the 
Supreme Court, in 1844, that the teaching of Christianity 
was essential to any program of moral education and thus 
of the schooling which could be promoted in a Christian 
nation. 
Bache's account of European schools was read 
eagerly; ~h~ ~iQli£~1 8~E~~!~~y ~~~ f~i~£~!~~ 8~~i~~. 
chief organ of orthodox Calvinism in the United States, 
cited Bache's report in 1840 1n support of the 
acceptability of religious instruction in public 
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schools.3 2 Henry Barnard, then Secretary of the Board 
of Education in Connecticut, wrote to his Massachusetts 
counterpart Horace Mann in March 1840 to ask whether he 
had read Bache. Barnard's comment is significant: "our 
school systems on this side of the water look very 
disjointed and imperfect when compared" with those of 
Europe. 33 
A description of Dutch and German schools by an 
English Quaker, W. E. Hickson, was also read with 
interest and exerpted in Mann's Common School Journal in 
March 1841. Hickson concurred with Bache in attributing 
great merit to the system of school inspection in the 
Netherlands, as the keystone of an active government role 
in the promotion and standardization of popular 
education; he saw no difficulty about permitting ''a 
spirit of honourable rivalry between the conductors of 
public schools and those of private establishments.'' 
Hickson also noted the importance of the neutral 
religious instruction provided in the Dutch schools as a 
key to the support which they enjoyed.34 
Mann was not alone in featuring reports on European 
education in his journal. Henry Barnard wrote to him in 
December 1838 about his intention of bringing out an 
issue of the Connecticut journal devoted to ''teacher 
seminaries," including reports by Thomas Gallaudet, "Dr. 
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Julius' account of the Teacher Seminaries of Prussia; Mr. 
Baird, of those of France; Cousin's, if I shall be able 
to lay hands on his volume, of those in Holland.'J5 
Julius, a citizen of Hamburg, had already exerted a 
considerable influence on developments in Massachusetts 
by his friendship with Unitarian minister Charles Brooks 
of Hingham. Having met in London in August 1834, they 
shared a compartment on board ship for the forty-one day 
trip from Liverpool to New York; by the end of the 
voyage, Brooks was a convinced proponent of teacher 
education by the state through a system of Normal 
Schools, and he would be one of Mann's most vigorous 
allies.36 He himself published, in 1846, an account of 
his observations of education in Europe, offering as a 
Prussian maxim that ''whatever we would have in the State 
we must first introduce into the school-room." Credit 
for the first effective use of this strategy ''to provide 
for the safety of the state by enlightening the public 
mind and fortifying public morals" Brooks gave to the 
Netherlands, with Prussia imitating in 1819 what the 
Netherlands had instituted in 1806.37 
The most influential foreign commentator on 
education during the period when the American common 
school was shaped was undoubtedly the French philosopher 
Victor Cousin. His report on education in Prussia 
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(Paris, 1832; translation in the £;£i!!!?.!:!.f.9_Q g~;{i~~ 1833; 
New York, 1835) had a profound impact in the United 
States as well as in France, and was quoted constantly. 
His subsequent report on the Netherlands was only 
relatively less influential. 
Francis Bowen, the Unitarian Professor of Moral 
Philosophy at Harvard, in a contemporary review, called 
the publication of the American translation of Cousin's 
report on Prussia ''a judicious and timely step, as the 
work contained the outlines, and even the minute details, 
of the most elaborate and complete system of common 
schools which had yet been devised in the civilized 
world ... 38 Like many of his peers in the American elite, 
Bowen welcomed an account of a ''complete system'' that 
might be emulated, choosing to overlook the fact that it 
had been developed by an absolute monarchy concerned to 
control its subjects more efficiently. 
Similarly, William Ellery Channing published a 
review, in the Unitarian Christian Examiner of November 
1833 in which he drew particular attention to a summary 
of Cousin's account of Prussian education. "Monarchical 
Prussia," Channing concluded, "does more for the 
inte llectua 1 and mora 1 improvement of her subjects, than 
republican America has ever thought of doing for her 
citizens." Channing does not seem to have reflected 
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that it was because Prussia was ruled by a despotic 
government determined to transform its citizenry that it 
laid such stress on controlling and directing their 
"intellectual and moral improvement." "How much wou 1 d 
be gained," he mused, "if every state shou 1 d send one of 
its most distinguished citizens to examine the modes of 
teaching at home and in Europe, and should then place him 
at the head of a seminary for the formation of 
teachers ... 39 Less than a decade later essentially this 
program would be carried out in Massachusetts. 
Cousin gave prominence to the themes, sounded also 
by Bache and Hickson, that progress in education depended 
upon strong leadership and inspection by the state, a 
positive but neutral religious teaching in the elementary 
schools, and the preparation of teachers through special 
institutions under the control of the state, to assure 
that they would manifest the desired attitudes and 
commitments. He was to play a key role in implementing 
this program under the July Monarchy in France, first as 
adviser to Guizot and then as Minister of Public 
Instruction in his own right. 
Although 
Massachusetts 
he did not visit 
as he had those of 
the schools of 
Prussia and the 
Netherlands, Cousin showed a keen interest in the 
information which he received from Charles Brooks and 
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/ 
also from an account by a Cuban visitor, Ramon de la 
Sagra, who had praised the Massachusetts schools. A few 
years later Cousin questioned Senator Charles Sumner 
closely about education in Massachusetts and "asked 
particularly about Mr. Mann.•• 40 
The American traveller with the greatest influence 
was Calvin Stowe of Ohio, husband of Lyman Beecher's 
daughter Harriet. Stowe published his own account of 
~h~ ~~~~~i~~ ~Y~!~~ Qi ~~~li£ l~~!~~£!iQ~ ~~g l!~ 
~22li£~~ili!Y !Q !h~ ~~i!~g ~!~!~~ in Cincinnati, in 
1836. Originally a lecture to an association of 
teachers, this book drew heavily upon Cousin. The same 
year Stowe was commissioned by the Ohio legislature to 
make a study of Prussian education in connection with a 
trip which he was making to Europe. In 1837 he 
published a ~~2Q~! Q~ ~l~~~~!~~y ~~~li£ l~~!~~£!iQ~ in 
Euro2e made to the Thirty-sixth General Assembly of the 
~!~!~ Qi QhiQ, a document that was republished the next 
year by order of the legislatures of Massachusetts, 
Pennsylvania and other states and given wide 
circulation. 
Like many other periodicals, the Churchman provided 
extensive coverage of Stowe's report for its Episcopalian 
readers. Stowe's insistence on the necessity of 
religion 1n education--for which he gave the Prussian 
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schools as authority--may have influenced the agreement 
at the 1838 General Convention of the Episcopal Church 
that the church should keep a close watch on the 
education provided in common schools and also consider 
the development of its own schools. 41 
Henry Barnard, while Superintendent of Common 
Schools in Connecticut, published an exhaustive 
compendium called National Education in Europe: Being an 
Account of the Organization, Administration, Instruction, 
and Statistics of Public Schools of Different Grades in 
-- ------ --
the Principal States (1854), and followed it in 1872 with 
a two-volume study covering much the same territory, as 
well as studies of ''English Pedagogy," "German Pedagogy,'' 
"Pestalozzi and Swiss Pedagogy," ''German Teachers and 
Educational Reformers," and ''French Teachers, Schools, 
and Pedagogy.'' Much of this material he had already 
published in the American 
--------
of Education. 
---------
Barnard's influence on the development of thinking about 
public education was massive; it is significant that he 
returned again and again to European examples, with a 
particular emphasis (despite his use of the word 
"pedagogy'') on organizational and governmental 
characteristics of the various national systems. 
Barnard's objective was, indeed, a ''national 
education'' for the United States, and it was to this end 
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that he agitated for a National Bureau of Education 
during and after the Civil War. The war had realized 
the favorite nightmare of the educational reformers, the 
breakdown of national unity, and their prescription of 
education as the great unifier was given a new urgency. 
In this campaign Barnard was supported by Brooks and 
others of the New England reformers who had been 
articulating this agenda for thirty years and more. 
The example of the national systems of education in 
Europe, then, was constant 1 y in the minds of the 
reformers of popular education in the 1830s and 
subsequent decades, to an extent which contrasts markedly 
with the general ignorance of European education that 
prevails in the United States today. Immediately after 
he accepted leadership of the common school movement in 
Massachusetts, for example, Mann took a few days to read 
two British works: Maria Edgeworth's Practical Education 
and Frederic Hill's National Education: Its Present 
-------- ----------
State and Prospects; the latter may have helped to shape 
his convictions about the role of non-sectarian religious 
teaching in common schools. 
It remains to ask why the Continental example was so 
powerfully attractive, while that of England was 
appealing only to the advocates of elite private 
education. In an era when Congregationalists and 
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Episcopalians in England were founding thousands of 
schools for the common people, and Calvinists in the 
Netherlands were beginning their great effort of 
developing schools reflecting their beliefs, it is 
notable that Protestants in the United States showed only 
the most limited interest in following their example. 
What explains the attraction, among American 
Protestant elites, to the statist and ultimately 
secularizing educational systems of continental Europe? 
Which elements of European popular education attracted 
them? 
FRANCE 
France was neither admired nor emulated by this 
generation of reformers. The brief revolutionary 
episode of the early 1790s, when the National Convention 
sought to transform society through a program of heavily-
political education, caused horror among American friends 
of orderly progress and of property. It was in the years 
after 1830 and very much in parallel with efforts in the 
United States that Guizot, Cousin and others worked to 
build a system of popular education at least semi-
independent of the Church. In these efforts they had 
the sympathetic support of Americans, who dreaded above 
all the domination of Rome and noted "the weight of 
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clerical displeasure'' at educational progress in France 
and to the use of the Bible in schools.42 
France was, however, frequently cited as a horrible 
example of the necessity of a moral and religious basis 
for social progress. Thus the Massachusetts Election 
Sermon in 1843 43 noted that 
Human passion is the great leveller of states. 
This is not subdued, but often rendered more 
intense and ungovernable by external advantages. 
No modern nation has been more conspicuous as an 
example of such reliances, to the exclusion of 
moral means, than France. over looking in 
a great degree moral and religious influences, 
almost her entire wisdom and policy have been 
exerted to secure physical results. Her 
subsequent revolutions and changes of dynasty, 
her conspiracies and attempted regicides, her 
unquiet and revolutionary tendencies, to say 
nothing of the abject condition of the millions 
of her peasantry, are a practical comment upon 
the impolicy of trusting to outward improvements 
for national happiness. 
This is very far from accurate. The French experience 
over the previous fifty years had in fact been 
characterized by a continual concern, on the part of 
''republicans'' and ''clericals'' alike, to stress the moral 
basis of education and to use it as a means of building a 
social order in which spiritual motives were seen as 
paramount. It is significant, however, that France was 
seen as at once benighted in religious superstition and 
hopelessly wasted by infidelity and skepticism. 
Educational ideas from such a source could have little 
appeal in Massachusetts. It was through the Liberal 
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Protestant educational program of the Netherlands and 
Prussia that key elements of the Radical educational 
agenda of the French Revolution became a part of the 
assumptions of American educational leaders. 
This program was not the "materialism'' of which the 
French were accused, but an alternative system of belief 
in which the Nation, personified by the State, became the 
focus of hope and of dedication, and popular education 
was seen as the primary means of forming the convictions, 
attitudes and loyalties of future citizens. Common 
schools thus became a priority concern of the State, not 
so much in the interest of the progress and welfare of 
individuals as in that of social and national coherence. 
Alternative means of achieving what could be called 
the social welfare goals of education, such as literacy 
and numeracy, which were not under the direct control of 
the State but were instead sponsored by the Catholic 
Church, could be tolerated barely if at all, since they 
tended to cultivate competing beliefs and values. The 
century-long conflict of public and non-public popular 
schooling in France was thus a conflict over what 
ultimate loyalties should be taught to future citizens. 
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PRUSSIA 
What seems to have fascinated foreign observers 
about Prussian education was its organizational 
elaboration. Though France had given the intellectual 
lead by asserting a State interest in controlling the 
education of its future citizens, and the Netherlands had 
developed the first effective nation-wide system of 
popular education, Prussia had implemented this program 
with a bureaucratic thoroughness that reform-minded 
observers found irresistible. Attendance was 
compulsory, parents were punished for withholding their 
children from school, teachers were trained in a network 
of Normal Schools controlled by the State, and efforts 
were made to make curriculum and instruction uniform. 
To Americans seeking effective ways to shape a nation, 
Prussia seemed to offer a convincing model. 
In Channing's discussion, for The Christian 
---------
~~~~iQ~~, of a summary of Cousin's report on Prussia, 44 
he noted that 
In Prussia every child is taught, and must be 
taught, for a penalty is inflicted on parents who 
neglect to send their children to school. 
In Prussia, the Minister of Instruction is one of 
the most important ministers of the state. The 
Department of instruction is organized as 
carefully as that of war or of the treasury, and 
is intended to act on every district and family 
in the kingdom. In New England, it is no man's 
business to watch over public education. 
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A few years later Channing and other members of the 
Unitarian elite in Massachusetts would persuade Senate 
President, lawyer, and non-educator Horace Mann to become 
the man whose business it was, on behalf of the State, to 
watch over public education. There can be little doubt 
that it was the authoritarian model of Prussia that they 
had in mind, suitably adapted to the political 
circumstances of Massachusetts. 
When the American Institute of Instruction directed 
a Memorial (February 1836) to the Massachusetts 
Legislature in support of the appointment of a 
"Superintendent of the Common Schools of the 
Commonwealth" (the initiative that led the following year 
to establishment of the Board of Education and 
appointment of Horace Mann as its Secretary) they pointed 
out that this individual "could collect and present to 
the legislature the experience of other states and 
foreign countries on subjects interesting to the common 
schools." After all, "several of the states of Germany 
have, with wise policy, put into operation systems for 
the complete education of all their inhabitants." 45 
It was this State assumption of authority and direction 
in the interest of a comprehensive and compulsory system 
that was so appealing. 
As a Protestant state, strongly influenced still by 
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Pietism, Prussia seemed a safer model than Papist/Infidel 
France in the sphere of religious instruction which was 
so important to the American reformers. They were 
reassured by Cousin's observation that "the fundamental 
character of that law" of 1819, regulating popular 
education in Prussia, "is the moral and religious spirit 
which pervades all its provisions." 46 
"The first vocation of every school," says the 
law of 1819, "is to train up the young in such a 
manner as to implant in their minds a knowledge 
of the relation of man to God, and at the same 
time to excite and foster both the will and the 
strength to govern their lives after the spirit 
and the precepts of Christianity. Every 
complete elementary school necessarily 
comprehends the following objects:-- 1. 
Religious instruction, as a means of forming the 
moral character of children according to the 
positive truths of Christianity.'' 
The religious character of Prussian education was 
highly commended by Calvin Stowe, in his popularization 
of Cousin. ''The religious spirit which pervades the 
whole of the Prussian system, is greatly needed among 
outselves. The [contrasting] experience of Germany 
and France has shown that, in Christian communi ties, 
school government cannot be maintained without religious 
influence .. 47 After his 1837 visit to Prussia, 
Stowe gave a detailed report on the actual content of 
religious instruction there at each grade level, and 
concluded that "its morality is pure and elevated, its 
religion entirely removed from the narrowness of 
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sectarian bigotry. If it can be done in Prussia, I 
know it can be done in Ohio."48 
What Stowe did not make clear, however, was that 
Prussian schools were designedly "sectarian" in the sense 
that almost all were either Protestant or Catholic in the 
religious instruction offered. "Simul tanenschule", in 
which Protestant and Catholic children were educated 
together but with separate religious instruction, 
received only very limited acceptance. The Prussian 
approach to providing universal education without 
religious controversy did not commend itself to 
Americans. It may be that, for Stowe and other 
Americans for whom the sectarian divisions among 
Protestants were the primary concern, the fact that the 
Prussian government had forced together its Lutheran and 
Reformed churches and offered a single form of Protestant 
religious instruction was more significant than the 
Protestant/Catholic distinction, not yet a major concern 
among elites in the United States of the mid-1830s. 
The failure to recognize that the admirable 
organization and support for popular education in Prussia 
rested upon a frank accommodation to the religious 
diversity of the Prussian territories and to the desire 
of parents to see their children educated in their own 
beliefs was unfortunate. In particular it made it 
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impossible for educational policy-makers whose ideas had 
been shaped by Stowe, Mann and others to respond 
adequately to the growing Catholic population of the 
United States. 
THE NETHERLANDS 
Although it was Victor Cousin's book on Prussian 
education that caused a sensation in the United States, 
and inspired the further reports by Stowe and others, 
Cousin himself believed, as he wrote to Charles Brooks, 
that his account of Dutch education would be more useful, 
"inasmuch as Holland is an ancient commercial and 
industrial republic, whose manners and institutions bear 
a strong analogy of those of the United States.•• 49 
Many contemporary observers, starting with Cuvier in 
1811 (Dutch primary schools, he wrote, were "above all 
praise") and including Bache in 1839, gave the palm of 
excellence for primary education and for the education of 
poor children to the Dutch schools. 50 As late as 1861 
the experienced English school inspector Matthew Arnold 
would write, "I have seen no primary schools worthy to be 
matched, even now, with those of Holland.51 The Dutch 
solution to the problem of religious instruction was 
commonly preferred to the Prussian, which generally 
provided for separate Protestant and Catholic schools. 
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Since these were ostensibly matters of primary 
concern for the American education reformers, it is 
curious that they returned again and again to the 
Prussian example. Horace Mann, for instance, wrote 
about Prussian schools at length, while making only a 
perfunctory trip to the Netherlands;5 2 he informed the 
readers of the Common School Journal (1844) that ''the 
most interesting portions of the world with regard to 
education are the Protestant states of Germany. we 
hesitate not to say that Prussia and some of her sister 
states, where the work of education, after the Prussian 
model, is going on, are rising more rapidly in the scale 
of civilization than any other of the nations in 
Christendom." 53 
How can we explain the relative lack of interest in 
Dutch popular education, as contrasted with that of 
Prussia? It may have been the absence of strong State 
control and presciption, by comparison with Prussia, that 
made Dutch education less appealing to American reformers 
whose chief interest was in the levers of power by which 
a uniform and nation-building system could be put in 
place. 
Alexander Bache saw clearly how well the largely 
decentralized system of education in the Netherlands 
would have fitted American circumstances, but when he 
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commended the Dutch approach, he was identifying the very 
element which made it less appealing than the Prussian to 
Horace Mann, Calvin Stowe, Henry Barnard, and other 
advocates of a strong state role:54 
The system of primary instruction in Holland is 
particularly interesting to an American, from its 
organization in an ascending series; beginning 
with the local school authorities, and 
terminating, after progressive degrees of 
representation, as it were, in the highest 
authority; instead of emanating, as in the 
centralized systems, from that authority. A 
fair trial has been given to a system of 
inspection which is almost entirely applicable to 
our country, and which has succeeded with them. 
The Dutch school legislation adopted in 1806, under 
the Batavian Republic, remained in force for a half-
century; it provided for local school inspectors, 
generally pastors or other' local notables working part-
time, who came together as provincial boards of 
inspectors to set policies, and sent representatives 
annually to meet on a national basis. Over this period 
little was done from the center to tinker with a system 
which was working well. Non-governmental 
organizations took an active and significant role. 
As Bache observed, this approach to school 
improvement would have been highly consistent with 
American institutions and modes of cooperation, as 
described by de Toqueville and other observers. That 
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no attempt was made to put it to work in Massachusetts 
may be attributable to a lack of confidence in local 
leadership or to impatience with the demands of gradual 
improvements in education. It seems more likely, 
however, that this choice of the alternative model of 
Prussia reflected a sympathy with the nation-building 
drive of the Prussian leadership, a drive that had 
flourished briefly in the Netherlands after the French 
Occupation of 1795-1814 but was long since quiescent. 
Prussian nationalism, by contrast, was a striking 
success, both "conservative" and "progressive," and 
exercised a tremendous attraction for would-be nation 
builders in the United States. 
Central State-level leadership under American 
political conditions, in the last analysis, did depend 
upon local initiatives, and contemporary observers 
pointed out that many of the towns of Massachusetts were 
totally unaffected by Horace Mann's highly visible term 
as Secretary of the Board. Under American political and 
social conditions, the Prussian model of top-down 
educational leadership was a chimera; nonetheless it made 
a powerful appeal to those who saw themselves as the 
leaders. 
The one aspect of Dutch education that was discussed 
favorably by every observer, including Mann, was its 
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approach to religious instruction. It was in the 
Netherlands that Liberal Protestantism had the most 
profound effect upon schooling. The spirit of toleration 
and the concern for religious teaching which would engage 
the emotions and elevate the ideals of children without 
introducing issues of religious controversy were 
profound 1 y appea 1 ing to the Unitarians and 1 iber a 1 
Protestants who took the lead in defining the agenda for 
the common school in America. 
Barnard quoted an English observer who summed up the 
Dutch approach to religious instruction: 
The law of 1801 proclaims, as the great end of 
all instruction, the exercise of the social and 
Christian virtues. In this respect it agrees 
with the law of Prussia and France; but it 
differs from the law of these countries in the 
way by which it attempts to attain this end. In 
France, and all the German countries, the schools 
are the au xi 1 iar ies, so to speak, of the 
churches; for, whilst the schools are open to 
a 11 sects, yet the teacher is a man trained up in 
the particular doctrines of the majority of his 
pupils, and required to teach these doctrines 
during certain hours, the children who differ 
from him in belief being permitted to absent 
themselves from the religious lessons, on 
condition that their parents provided elsewhere 
for their religious instruction. But, in 
Holland, the teachers are required to give 
religious instruction to all the children, and to 
avoid most carefully touching on any of the 
grounds of controversy between the different 
sects. 
He goes on to quote Cu vier and Nor, 1, the observers sent 
by Napoleon's Imperial University in 1810, in 
commendation of the Dutch system under which ''those 
239 
truths which are common to all religions, pervade, are 
connected with, and are intimately mixed up with every 
branch of instruction, and everything else may be said to 
be subordinate to them.''55 
This approach, under which religion was to be 
present in the schoolroom in such a generalized and 
idealized form that no one (in theory) could take 
offense, was the very formula that Horace Mann and others 
were looking for. Thus Charles Brooks told the citizens 
of Quincy, Massachusetts, in an 1837 Fourth of July 
Oration, that the leading figure in Dutch education (it 
was presumably van den Ende) had recently urged that, 
"the primary schools should be Christian, but 
neither Protestant nor Catholic. They should 
not lean to any particular form of worship nor 
teach any positive dogmas; but should be of that 
kind that Jews might attend without inconvenience 
to their faith." 
''Do not think me extravagant," Brooks said, ''if I 
ask for every one of our town schools the recognition of 
God, of Christ and of goodness. Can we, fellow 
citizens, doubt that the moral element is emphatically 
the element which nature and society call for in all 
future school instruction? We shall not have whole 
men--true representatives of humanity--until the whole 
nature of man is recognized in our systems of public 
education.''56 Thus the Unitarian Brooks was able to use 
the example of the (ostensibly) Calvinist Netherlands to 
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''take the high ground" of calling for more religious and 
moral instruction in schools, and so disarm in advance 
the orthodox Congregationalists of Massachusetts. 
In the Netherlands, meanwhile, the consensus over 
"common-school religion" was already falling apart, 
though it was only as Roman Ca tho 1 ics and orthodox 
Calvinists became politically significant through 
extension of the franchise to moderate-income groups that 
primary education began to be a matter of public 
controversy. Under these new conditions the 
accommodations which had evolved after 1806 no longer 
worked. As early as 1840 Groen van Prinsterer, serving 
on a royal commission to respond to growing complaints 
about the religious character (or lack of character) of 
the public schools, called for ''voluntary division'' 
(f~~~l!~!i~~~ ~£li!~i~g) of the schools, with a local 
option to maintain separate Protestant, Catholic and 
Jewish schools, on the Prussian model. 
These controversies did not, in general, become 
significant enough to reach the notice of foreign 
observers until after 1848, though the Episcopalian 
~Q~~~~l ~K fh~i~!i~~ ~~~~~!i~~ carried an intelligent 
discussion of the issues in 1841, concluding that Groen's 
proposals for separate public schools for Protestants and 
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Catholics was the only feasible solution.57 
When Mann and others launched their ''crusade'' for 
the common school, the Netherlands offered a model of 
effective nation-wide popular education without forceful 
state intervention. It is significant that the 
reformers gave this model little attention in their 
preference for the example of autocratic Prussia. The 
one aspect of Dutch education that they most frequently 
singled out for praise was the neutral religious 
instruction, failing to recognize that this was by no 
means the result of national consensus. Such 
instruction was in fact a favored program of an elite 
very similar to that formed by Mann and his allies, 
seeking like them to undermine the power of traditional 
religious loyalties. 
GREAT BRITAIN 
English education was not much admired by the 
American reformers, and Scottish education was regarded 
as sadly decayed from its former glory. British 
reformers would have agreed, since the headlong 
urbanization of the population had left hundreds of 
thousands of children unserved or poorly served by 
existing educational resources. A major reform effort 
was underway to respond to this need. It is curious 
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that the close sympathies which bound abolitionists, 
temperance advocates and other reformers in England and 
New England did not much extend to education. The 
primary differences among educational reformers seem to 
have been in the two areas to which we have been devoting 
attention: the role of the State and the content of 
religious instruction. 
English and Scottish popular education continued, 
throughout this period, to be provided largely by 
cooperation between denominational bodies and public 
authorities. The central government made little attempt 
to exert control, and was untroubled by the diversity of 
religious teaching in the various schools. ''Nation-
building" was less a concern in Great Britain than in any 
of the other nations discussed, and a practical 
toleration of various religious bodies had long since 
been worked out. 
British tolerance of diversity was undoubtedly 
encouraged by a high degree of racial and linguistic 
homogeneity and a high rate of emigration which carried 
away many restless spirits. There were deep economic 
and po 1 i tic a 1 cleavages, of course, and the debate over 
education policy had much to do with these social 
strains, but the problems were not those of cultural 
assimilation and national unity that were faced at the 
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same time in Prussia, the Netherlands, and the United 
States. 
The reliance upon semi-public and denominational 
initiatives in Britain had little appeal to Horace Mann 
and others; after all, this corresponded to the 
practices of their own New England past which they were 
busy rejecting. 
In brief, Britain did not offer models of vigorous 
State action, of unified religious teaching, or of 
nation-building through popular education. It is no 
wonder that it attracted little positive attention from 
the American reformers. 
THE INFLUENCE OF FOREIGN MODELS 
The American education reformers found in Prussia 
the model they were looking for: centralized State action 
to assure that all children received a centrally-
prescribed education in the interest of national unity 
and economic progress. They managed to overlook the less 
appealing aspects of the Prussian state and its schools, 
dazzled as they were by the logic and apparent efficiency 
of the organizational approach employed. Such elements 
as compulsory attendance (adopted in Massachusetts in the 
1850s but in the Netherlands not until fifty years 
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later), State-controlled training and appointment of 
teachers, and State prescription of curriculum seemed the 
very elements of an effective program for educational 
progress. 
In the Netherlands American reformers found a model 
of religious instruction that was "Christian'' but would 
not offend a Jew, sentimental and devout but hostile to 
strong convictions, moralizing but not ascetic or 
counter-cultural. Ironically, they took this as a model 
just as it began to come under attack in the Netherlands; 
the ~f~~Q~i~i~S or Secession of thousands of orthodox 
Calvinists who could not accept the liberalized teaching 
of the semi-established Hervormde Kerk took place in 
1834, and quickly led to efforts to provide schooling 
that would be distinctively Calvinistic. Meanwhile, 
demands for Catholic schooling were growing increasingly 
insistent. It was only in his 1872 survey that Henry 
Barnard acknowledged that all was not well with the 
''religion above differences of opinion'' taught in Dutch 
schools. 
These Continental models were of profound importance 
in the development of the goals pursued by Horace Mann 
and others, and they provided effective arguments against 
the opponents of the ''common school'' as the reformers 
sought to shape it. Prussia and the Netherlands seemed 
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to demonstrate that an essentially "Enlightenment" 
program of reshaping human nature in the interest of 
political stability and social progress could be set in 
motion by the State and justified within the terms of 
liberal Protestant Pietism. The struggle between 
"progress" and "superstition," between the Republic and 
the Church, which had brought the effort of popular 
education during the French Revolution to a halt, could 
be avoided. The '"common school" could indeed be seen as 
carrying forward in a purified form the enlightening and 
character-forming mission of the Protestant churches. 
To a striking extent, the program outlined by the 
Jeffersonian essayists in the early years of the 
Republic, under the influence of the Enlightenment and of 
its expression in political measures by the Jacobins 
during the French Revolution, would be realised by Mann 
and his allies. Only the superstructure of national 
organization would yield to the realities of state 
dominance during the nineteenth century, when public 
education took its definitive structural form. In 
other respects, what we have called the "Enlightenment 
program,'' as mediated through the Prussian and Dutch 
examples, defined the role of education in society and 
put down deep roots in American thinking and 
institutional structures. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
The State Assumes Educational Leadership 
During the three decades before the Civil War two 
significant developments occurred in popular education in 
the United States: the foundations were laid for 
effective State control, and the historic role of schools 
in transmitting religious traditions was attenuated into 
perfunctory observances and moralizing. Those who 
played the primary role in these developments made it 
their constant practice to deny any intention of 
promoting either. 
Horace Mann reponded vigorously to those of his 
critics who accused him of seeking to establish State 
control and a schooling void of religion. Was his role 
not simply to collect information about the condition of 
education in Massachusetts, and to give publicity to 
promising practices? What authority did he possess, or 
seek? Was it not one of his proudest accomplishments 
that the Bible was more commonly read in school than 
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before his efforts began? Did he not insist that 
religion and morality were an essential part of education 
in common schools? 
Far more attention has been given, by contemporaries 
and by historians, to the religious controversies 
associated with the development of the ''common school'' 
than to the context of governmental activism which made 
those controversies inevitable. There was ample 
precedent, among the early nineteenth-century proprietary 
schools in Boston and its vicinity, for the liberal 
religiosity that Mann would seek to promote, and it had 
aroused no conflicts. Only when this became the central 
program of a State-mandated common school, with an 
explicitly moral and religious mission, did orthodox 
Protestants object. 
The educational reforms of the 1830s and 1840s, in 
Massachusetts, represented an attempt by an elite to 
respond to the tensions of an increasingly diverse and 
complex society by assigning a new function to a long-
established institution, the elementary school. Their 
primary instrument was an extension of the State role in 
defining what would be taught and in preparing those who 
would teach. This State role was exercised not so much 
through regulations and enforcement as through 
exhortation and the advantages of a central position in a 
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highly decentralized "system". Horace Mann, during his 
twelve years of leadership, made brilliant use of both. 
The Massachusetts Board of Education was 
established by act of the Legislature in 1837, and Senate 
President Horace Mann appointed as its first Secretary. 
Over the next decade, until he resigned to fill a seat in 
Congress left vacant by the death of John Quincy Adams in 
1848, Mann served as the most effective ''evangelist'' and 
propagandist that the common public school has ever had. 
A leading figure in the French Radical educational 
/ program of the Third Republic, Gabriel Compayre, 
described Mann with unlimited enthusiasm and sympathy: 1 
Mann was well aware that his real mission was 
first of all to conquer souls, to stir up good 
will, to create a movement of opinion. A 
Minister [of Public Instruction) would have 
issued rulings, signed decrees. Mann could only 
hold conferences and issue reports. One could 
define his role precisely by saying that he was 
above all neither a philosopher of education, nor 
a practitioner, but a militant, a tribune, a 
missionary who went from city to city, from 
village to village, peddling his ideas and his 
faith, a Peter the Hermit preaching a crusade 
against ignorance. 
With the reservation that Mann's ''crusade'' (an image 
that he used himself) was not against ignorance so much 
as it was against unenlightened attitudes and beliefs, 
this is a fair description. Mann and his allies did not 
seek direct authority over local schools, no doubt aware 
that this was out of their reach given the contemporary 
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climate of opinion, but they did seek, through 
influencing local schools, to have a powerful impact upon 
the convictions and the loyalties of the developing 
nation. 
The models for these efforts were the public school 
systems of the Netherlands and Prussia. These national 
systems were dominated by a Protestant and vaguely 
pietistic ethos in the service of an agenda set by elites 
whose primary concern was to create national unity by 
reducing the power of the particularisms of creed or 
region. The remoter influences of the French 
Enlightenment and Revolution, with their insistance on 
State-controlled and secularized popular schooling in the 
name of national unity and political progress, were 
hidden behind the reassuring form given them as they were 
adopted and transmitted by liberal Protestantism. 
THE DEBATE OVER STATE LEADERSHIP 
In the period of the ''Common School Revival,'' the 
conviction that the State should take the leadership in 
popular education was expressed only obliquely by Mann 
and others. Although they were only moderately 
respectful of local leadership and commitment, they were 
well aware of the power of local jealousies. These were 
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expressed very clearly in the only real crisis that Mann 
experienced (though he was capable of seeing a mortal 
threat in every critical article or pamphlet), the move 
in the Massachusetts Legislature to abolish the Board of 
Education in 1840. 
Although Mann himself characteristically interpreted 
this legislative move as an outbreak of religious 
bigotry, the evidence suggests that it was based upon 
opposition to the attempt, by a liberal elite, to use the 
State to define a single educational experience for all 
students, whatever the views of their parents or of local 
citizens. The charges brought against Mann and his 
Board are a reasonable statement of an alternative view 
of how popular education should be provided and by whose 
values it should be informed. 
The Scottish phrenologist and education reformer, 
George Combe, sometimes served as a '"eat's paw'" for the 
American reformers by saying what they dared not. Combe 
was a highly influential author and lecturer in the 
period when Mann and the others were launching their 
"crusade". His study The Constitution of ~an considered 
in relation to external objects was published in Boston 
in 1829, and by 1838 had reached its sixth American 
edition, with the significant addition of '"an additional 
chapter on the harmony between phrenology and revelation'' 
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by Joseph Warne. The same year he began an extended 
lecturing tour in the United States, where he became a 
close friend of Horace Mann and other members of the 
liberal elite. His Notes on the United States of North 
America during a Phrenological ~isit in 1838-9-40 (1841) 
entered with enthusiasm into the current debates over the 
extension of State leadership in popular education. 
Mann reprinted, in the f~~~~~ ~£~~~l ~~~I~~l (May 
15, l84ll} a passage in which Combe discussed the recent 
move to abolish the Board of Education, and observed that 
There are countries which have outstripped 
Massachusetts in some branches of education 
her teachers stand in need of nothing more 
than the active agency of an enlightened central 
board, to collect and diffuse information on 
these subjects,--to urge them to adopt 
improvements,--to give advice to local 
committees, and to submit to their consideration 
rules which would benefit the pupils. It 
is not to be expected that voluntary associations 
of teachers, the members of which are scattered 
through the State, and engrossed with local 
objects, interests, and duties, should acquire, 
digest, and diffuse information with the same 
success as a public board; and, besides, they 
would want that moral weight to induce the 
acceptance of improvements, which gives the Board 
its chief value. 
Combe put his recommendation in a broader context, 
arguing that ''what above all things is wanted in every 
State in the Union" was 
a moral power which shall address itself to the 
highest faculties of the people, and assist in 
forming and giving consistency and permanence to 
opinion, and which, without conflicting with the 
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political, religious, or money powers, at present 
exclusively prevailing, may serve, through the 
influence of reason, to elevate, temper, and 
guide them all. 
It was precisely this concern to establish, in the 
Board of Education, a "moral power" dedicated to the 
elevation and transformation of opinion and to the 
creation of a higher unity that troubled the Education 
Committee of the Massachusetts Legislature. Their 
report, though condemned by Mann and his allies as the 
ravings of backwoodsmen, was in fact a sophisticated 
statement of the problem of an enhanced State role in 
education. 
The Board of Education was established, and Mann 
appointed, in 1837, midway in the governorship of Edward 
Everett, the epitome of Whig and Unitarian elitist 
reform. Everett had defeated his Democratic opponent, 
Ma reus Morton, by near 1 y five to three that year, and the 
Whig elite seemed poised to carry out its program of 
internal improvements (profitable to merchants, 
industria 1 ists, and financiers) and the mora 1 reform of 
the common people. The "common school" was intended to 
be a primary instrument in this program of guided social 
improvement. 
In 1838 the reformers over-reached themselves, 
however, by the adoption of a law limiting the sale of 
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liquor to quantities of at least fifteen gallons: like 
so much of their program, this was reform directed 
exclusively at the lower orders, who could not afford to 
lay in such large stocks of spirits and did their 
drinking in dram-shops. Marcus Morton, a representative 
of the rural and popular interests, was elected governor, 
though his fellow-Democrats did not carry the 
Legislature. 
Morton took office with an address in which, among 
other elements of the program of his party, he stressed 
his commitment to public education, though with a 
different emphasis than that of Everett and Mann: 3 
Its importance in a democratic government, which 
must be sustained by the intelligence and virtue 
of the people, cannot be too highly appreciated. 
The system of free schools, which has been 
transmitted from generation to generation, has 
improved in its progress, and is now in a high 
degree of perfection. But it is capable of 
still further improvement. 
Mann would have disagreed only with the impression given, 
that the progress of education had been continuous; he 
and the other reformers had a stake in presenting the 
common schools as having fallen into complete decay by 
the 1820s, when they began its rescue. 
It was Morton's next statement, however, that 
indirectly challenged the efforts of Mann and others to 
bring local district schools under centralized town 
authority, and to achieve some degree of uniformity among 
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the town through the efforts of a State agency: 
To arouse that strong and universal interest in 
[the schools], which is so necessary to their 
utility and success, an interest that should 
pervade both parents and children, the 
responsibility of their management should rest 
upon the inhabitants of the towns. And the more 
immediately they are brought under the control of 
those for whose benefit they are established, and 
at whose expense they are supported, the more 
deep and active will be the feelings engendered 
in their favor, and the more certain and 
universal will be their beneficial agency. In 
the town and district meetings, those little 
pure democracies, where our citizens first learn 
the rudiments and the practical operation of 
free institutions, may safely and rightfully be 
placed the direction and the governance of these 
invaluable seminaries. 
Mann carried a long extract from this speech in the 
Common School Journal, and preceded it with an editorial 
comment expressing his pleasure at "the coincidence of 
views, in this particular, between the present and the 
former Chief Magistrate of the Commonwealth." He 
conceded that there had "not been wanting an apprehension 
amongst some of the friends of the cause" that Morton 
would change course with respect to support for common 
schools, while stressing that this was a sentiment "in 
which we never, for a moment, participated." 4 
Despite this politic assurance, however, we know 
from Mann's diary 5 that he felt considerable anxiety 
about the defeat of his political ally Everett. 
I enter upon another year not without some gloom 
and apprehension, for political madmen are 
raising voice and arm against the Board. 
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Although Morton was defeated in 1841, he was elected 
governor again in 1842, and this time in his inaugural 
address he expressed his concern that the present system 
of common schools was promoting inequality among the 
citizens rather than, as intended, increasing equality. 
State assistance on a matching basis for school libraries 
(one of Mann's favorite measures, as we will see) had the 
effect of providing a benefit to wealthier districts 
which the poorer ones could not take advantage of.6 
Mann responded angrily in his private diary: 7 
This week, Governor Morton has come into power, 
and commenced his course by a most insidious and 
Jesuitical speech. He speaks of education, but 
not one word is said of the the Board, or of the 
Normal Schools. There is no recognition of the 
existence of improvements effected by them. 
Six years of as severe labor as any mortal ever 
performed--labor too, which has certainly been 
rewarded by great success--cannot procure a word 
of good will. 
More than a personal difference existed here. 
Morton represented the predominantly rural and Western 
Massachusetts Democrats, who resented the efforts of Mann 
and others to impose their version of progress and the 
goals of education. The same year, indeed, the 
Connecticut Democrats, winning both governorship and 
control of legislature, abolished that state's Board of 
Education and deposed Henry Barnard as its Secretary. 
260 
It was largely--though not exclusively--the 
Democrats in the Legislature and not the religiously-
orthodox as such, as Kaestle and Vinovskis qave shown in 
their careful study, who moved to abolish the Board of 
Education soon after Morton's 1840 address. This 
corrects the view put forward by Mann himself and 
repeated by most historians, that the school reforms were 
opposed on grounds of religious obscurantism if not 
bigotry. Thus Mann wrote in his diary, a few months 
later, that ''the bigots and vandals had been signally 
defeated in their wicked attempts to destroy the Board of 
Education." 8 In fact, as Kaestle and Vinovskis show, 9 
representatives from towns whose schools used 
Bib 1 es or whose schoo 1 commit tees inc 1 uded 
members of the clergy were less hostile to the 
board of education than legislators from 
communities whose schools did not use Bibles or 
did not have ministers on their school boards. 
The finding is significant because, as they 
observe 10 
' 
Horace Mann and the Whigs never fully appreciated 
the depth of the fears of the Democrats that the 
creation of a state agency to do good might 
eventually result in a serious danger to freedom 
within the Republic. 
The conflicts that were to follow cannot be understood 
apart from the inability on the part of Mann and his 
allies to recognize that their opponents were neither 
insincere nor unenlightened; they simply had a different 
view of the best interests of the emerging American 
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democracy. 
To return to the events of 1840, a special 
legislative committee had been appointed to consider how 
to reduce state expenditures, and it reported that the 
Board was an unnecessary expense and a threat to 
political and religious freedom. 11 
District schools, in a republican government, 
need no police regulations, no system of state 
censorship, no checks of moral, religious, or 
political conservatism, to preserve either the 
morals, the religion, or the politics of the 
state. Instead of consolidating the 
education interest of the Commonwealth in one 
grand central head, and that head the 
government, let us rather hold on to the good old 
principles of our ancestors, and diffuse and 
scatter this interest far and wide, divided and 
subdivided, not only into towns and districts 
but even into families and individuals. The 
moment this interest is surrendered to the 
government, and all responsibility is thrown upon 
civil power, farewell to the usefulness of common 
schools, the just pride, honor, and ornament of 
New England; farewell to religious liberty, for 
there would be but one church; farewell to 
political freedom, for nothing but the name of a 
republic would survive such a catastrophe. 
The vote to abolish Mann's position as Secretary of the 
Board failed narrowly, on a vote along strongly partisan 
lines. 
Meanwhile, the usefulness of the Board of Education 
was studied by the Committee on Education; two Whigs and 
two Democrats produced a majority report calling for its 
abolition, while two Whigs and one Democrat supported the 
Board. Some months later, after this resolution--
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despite substantial support--had been defeated in the 
Legislature, Mann reprinted the committee reports for and 
against the Board, together with leading speech given on 
each side, in the Common School Journal. The report of 
the committee majority, 1 2 recommending that the Board be 
abolished, argued that 
since our system of public schools did not owe 
its origin to the Board of Education, but was in 
existence for two centuries before that Board 
was established, a proposal to dispense with its 
further services cannot be reasonably considered 
as indicating any feelings of hostility or of 
indifference towards our system of Common 
Schools. the operations of that Board 
are incompatible with those principles upon 
which our Common Schools have been founded and 
maintained. 
The primary concern of the majority was with the 
potential for an inappropriate concentration, in hands of 
the State, of responsibility and initiative for defining 
the objectives of education and thus of the character and 
convictions of the rising generation. The influence of 
the Prussian model and the more remote French example 
(which was not acknowedged by the education reformers 
themselves) was accurately recognized: 
After all that has been said about the French and 
Prussian systems, they appear to your Committee 
to be much more admirable, as a means of 
political influence, and of strengthening the 
hands of the government, than as a mere means for 
the diffusion of knowledge. For the latter 
purpose, the system of public Common Schools, 
under the control of persons most interested in 
their flourishing condition, who pay taxes to 
support them, appears to your Committee much 
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superior. The establishment of the Board of 
Education seems to be the commencement of a 
system of centralization and of monopoly of power 
in a few hands, contrary, in every respect, to 
the true spirit of our democratical 
institutions; and which, unless speedily 
checked, may lead to unlocked-for and dangerous 
results. 
This concern led, in turn, to the further problem 
of religious and moral teaching in a society which was 
already pluralistic. 
Your Committee has already stated, that the 
French and Prussian system of public schools 
appears to have been devised, more for the 
purpose of modifying the sentiments and opinions 
of the rising generation, according to a certain 
government standard, than as a mere means of 
diffusing elementary knowledge. Undoubtedly, 
Common Schools may be used as a potent means of 
engrafting into the minds of children, 
political, religious, and moral opinions;--but, 
in a country like this, where such diversity of 
sentiments exists, especially upon theological 
subjects, and where morality is considered a 
part of religion and is, to some extent, modified 
by sectarian views, the difficulty and danger of 
attempting to introduce these subjects into our 
schools, according to one fixed and settled plan, 
to be devised by a central Board, must be 
obvious. The right to mould the political, 
moral, and religious opinions of his children is 
a right exclusively and jealously reserved by our 
laws to every parent; and for the government to 
attempt, directly or indirectly, as to these 
matters, to stand in the parent's place, is an 
under-taking of very questionable policy. Such 
an attempt cannot fail to excite a feeling of 
jealousy, with respect to our public schools, the 
results of which could not but be disastrous. 
The majority could have made a better case by using the 
example of Dutch schools, in which at that time there was 
a determined effort to teach a single form of religion 
and morality--explicitly distinct from denominational 
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teaching--in the interest of social unity. French and 
Prussian schools were Catholic or Protestant according to 
the majority of the students attending them, and the 
State made no attempt to define a religious or moral 
teaching independent of that provided under the 
supervision of the local clergy. 
Apart from this quibble, the argument of the 
majority is prescient of issues which would become and 
have remained sensitive and at times highly controversial 
in American education. They were so far-seeing, in 
fact, that they stressed problems that had not yet taking 
concrete form, and the Committee minority had little 
difficulty in discrediting their argments on the basis of 
the still undeveloped role of the Board.l3 
The majority of our Committee do not specify a 
single instance, so far as we can recollect, in 
which the Board of Education have attempted to 
con tro 1, or in any way to interfere with, the 
rights of towns or school districts. They seem 
to be in great fear of imaginary evils; but are 
not able to produce a single fact to justify 
their apprehensions. It is the alleged 
tendencies of the Board, to which they object. 
There is a possibility, they think, of its doing 
wrong; of its usurping powers which would 
endanger freedom of thought. 
The minority was right, of course; the Board and 
its Secretary (who is believed to have written the 
minority report) had little direct authority over local 
schoo 1 districts. But the majority had seen correctly 
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the potential, and even the contemporary impact, of what 
Combe would call the moral power of the Board; in their 
report they even identified its essential elements, while 
they were still in embryonic form. 
OBJECTIONS TO STATE COLLECTION OF EDUCATION DATA 
The majority cited at least three instances of what 
it believed to be inappropriate interference on the part 
of the Board. One had to do with "some of the rules and 
regulations already devised by the Board of Education, 
and doubtless considered by it of a very useful tendency, 
[which] have proved, when carried into execution in the 
schools, very embarrassing, and have engrossed much of 
the time and attention of the teachers, which might 
better have been bestowed upon the instruction of their 
pupils, than in making out minute and complicated 
registers of statistics." 
Virtually the only power that Mann and the Board 
possessed was that of requiring annual school returns of 
statistics and other information, and Mann had used this 
aggressively to collect the information that he then used 
with great effect in his celebrated annual reports. 
[Complaints about such data-collection activities have 
not abated over the years!] 
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Mann's requests for information, and use of the 
information which he received, were in some respects the 
key elements of his influence over the development of the 
common school. Some of the information was fairly 
obvious, such as the enrollment of schools and the number 
of days they were in operation; he used these reports to 
show how much needed to be done to improve the schools, 
and--as the years went by--how much he had accomplished, 
exactly as any government official might do. (Kaestle 
and Vinovskis have re-examined the data and greatly 
qualified Mann's accomplishments with respect to 
attendance, though without denying his impact upon the 
development of the perceived mission of the common 
school. ) 
Mann a 1 so was in the habit of sending out questions 
that sought information of a more subjective nature, 
generally in anticipation of basing policy 
recommendations on responses whose tenor he anticipated; 
there are no instances in which such responses appear to 
have caused him to change his mind about an issue! 
Presumably he was more likely to receive responses from 
those school committees dominated by the "Friends of 
Education'' who were his allies than from those which were 
resisting or attempting to ignore his efforts. We will 
see one instance, below, of his use of such responses. 
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While the Committee on Education stressed only the 
inconvenience to teachers of filling out Mann's requests 
for data, it seems likely that they were also sensitive 
to the use that he was making of the data and the 
responses that he received to point education in new 
directions. 
Although Mann was not the last state education 
official to collect the data that he needed to support 
policies to which he was already inclined, he did so with 
unusual effectiveness. The resonance of his reports was 
immense, not only in the United States but in Europe as 
well. Their special force was based not only on his 
brilliant ability to articulate a sense of the mission of 
popular education, but also on the impression which he 
was able to give of objectivity and of being in touch 
with the course of developing modernity. 
OBJECTIONS TO STATE ADOPTION OF BOOKS 
A second instance taken by the majority as a warning 
of the potential for tyranny by the Board had to do with 
the adoption of an approved "school library'' which all 
district schools were encouraged, though not required, to 
purchase. Such approved texts were the primary device 
which the National Convention had attempted to use to 
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shape education in France and which the Dutch educational 
reformers had used with significant impact early in the 
century. Several of the Jeffersonian essayists 
discussed above also made this a part of their program. 
It was perhaps inevitable that the school library 
developed under Mann's patronage would become one of the 
most controversial aspects of his program. Certainly it 
was so for the majority of the Committee on Education: 14 
It is professed, indeed, that the matter selected 
for this library will be free both from sectarian 
and political objections. Unquestionably, the 
Board will endeavour to render it so. Since, 
however, religion and politics, in this free 
country, are so intimately connected with every 
other subject, the accomplishment of that object 
is utterly impossible, nor would it be desirable, 
if possible. That must, indeed, be an 
uninteresting course of reading which would leave 
untouched either of these subjects; and he must 
be a heartless writer, who can treat religious or 
political subjects, without affording any 
indication of his political or religious 
opinions. 
And then the majority states what has continued to be a 
major complaint about the treatment of religion in public 
school instruction. The context is Mann's repeated 
assertion that the school 1 ibrary was demonstrably 
neutral on religious matters, because each title had been 
reviewed and approved by the entire Board, which included 
orthodox as well as Unitarian members. 
It is not sufficient, and it ought not to be, 
that a book contains nothing which we believe to 
be false. If it omit to state what we believe 
to be true; if it founds itself upon vague 
generalities, which will equally serve the 
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purpose of all reasoners, alike: this very 
omission to state what we believe to be the truth 
becomes, in our eyes, a fault of the most serious 
character. A book, upon politics, morals, or 
religion, containing no party or sectarian views, 
will be apt to contain no distinct views of any 
kind, and will be likely to leave the mind in a 
state of doubt and skepticism, much more to be 
deplored than any party or sectarian bias. 
In the April 1, 1840 announcement of the School 
Library in the f2~~2~ ~~Q22l ~2~£~~1 (about three weeks 
after the majority report was released), Mann stressed 
that 
Being intended for the whole community, no work 
of a sectarian or denominational character in 
religion, or of a partisan character in politics, 
will be admitted. The project is one of 
great extent, and vast importance; and, if 
properly carried out, must become of inestimable 
value to the young. Whether the anticipations 
of the Publishers, with regard to it, will be 
verified, time must determine: but, from the 
intellectual and moral, theoretical and 
practical, character of those who have engaged to 
aid in the undertaking, they have good grounds 
for presuming that much will be accomplished, and 
that, by their united efforts, many obstacles, 
now existing in the mental, moral, and physical 
improvement of youth, will be removed, or, at 
least, made more easily surmountable. No 
work will be admitted into the Library, unless it 
be approved by every member of the Board of 
Education 
Among the members of the Board offered as evidence of 
the neutrality of the Library was the Rev. Thomas 
Robbins, an orthodox Congregationalist in his mid-sixties 
and a noted antiquarian, who had been active some years 
earlier in temperance and the ''revival'' of education in 
Connecticut. His diary for the period when he was on 
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the Board makes no mention of reviewing books for the 
Library, or of any sense of the potential of controversy 
over the content, perhaps because the selections brought 
to the Board by Mann were marked by the absence of 
positive doctrinal statements. That is, they 
represented a lowest-common-denominator of the beliefs 
then current among "enlightened" members of the various 
denominations. Robbins, though orthodox, was much 
absorbed (as his diary shows) by his book-collecting and 
his ministerial duties, and appeared not to have the 
slightest taste for controversy over doctrinal points. 
The other clergyman listed as a Board member was the 
Rev. George Putnam, Unitarian minister in Roxbury (where 
Horace Mann's critic Mark DeWolfe Howe was his 
Episcopalian rival). A few years later, in a sermon on 
"True Religion," Putnam said that "the chief desire'' of 
Unitarians had "not been so much to break down any 
existing theology as to do away with the idea that any 
one particular theological belief is necessary to make a 
man religious."l 7 It might be said, not unjustly, that 
this is an excellent description of a primary function of 
religious instruction in common schools, as conceived by 
Mann and the other reformers in Massachusetts. 
While it is easy to see why this seemed an excellent 
objective in a religiously-plural society, it is equally 
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apparent that those within that society who were 
convinced, for example, that only through faith in the 
atoning death of Jesus Christ was salvation possible 
might object to their children being taught that this 
belief was not essential to "true religion." Few 
actually did so, among what were then the "mainline'' 
denominations, because of the successful effort to 
identify the common school with Protestant interests. 
One of the exceptions, and the only one among the 
members of the original Board, appointed in 1837, was an 
Episcopalian layman from Pittsfield, Edward Newton. 
Newton resigned in disagreement with the policy of 
creating a School Library with all doctrinal teaching 
excluded, and became the only member of the Board to 
engage in public controversy with Mann. 
The School Library over which so much controversy 
was to be generated contained very little of an 
explicitly religious character; this was the primary 
argument used for it by those who proclaimed its true 
neutrality among religious opinions, and the primary 
argument used against it by those who, like the majority 
of the Committee on Education, believed that it failed to 
present religious beliefs considered essential by most 
parents. 
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One of the first titles was Paley's Natural 
-------
~h~~l~gy, which had been a standard text of liberal 
Christianity for many years. A review of the School 
Library in the Unitarian organ The Christian Examiner in 
1840 expressed ''admiration of Paley's great work. 
Well do we remember the glow and passion with which we 
first read it, and the hearty outbreak of enthusiasm 
which we cou 1 d not and wou 1 d not suppress, when we came 
to that simple, earnest declaration--for which all before 
it had so well prepared us--'This is a happy world, after 
all!'" The reviewer thanked ''the Board of Education for 
giving this so prominent a place ... where it must be 
seen and known by a class of readers of both sexes, to 
whom it has been for the most part, we fear, but a 
stranger."18 
Another title in the Library was The Sacred 
fhll~~~£hY ~i !h~ ~~~~~~~' a collection of daily 
meditations on natural phenomena as revealing the 
Providence of God, rather parallel to the work by Sturm 
recommended by Samuel Knox forty years earlier. The 
Christian Examiner expressed reservations, as a general 
matter, about such "artif icia 1 divisions" of materia 1 to 
fit a daily schedule of readings, but approved it in 
light of the anticipated audience. 19 
We suppose, however, indeed all know, that 
IS a large class of readers to whom 
divisions are a decided convenience, if 
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there 
such 
not a 
solid advantage. And they are precisely the 
readers for whom these books as now published are 
designed. To be read by families as such, or by 
teachers to their schools in the way of moral and 
religious exercises, a chapter or marked portion 
each day of the week, and thus a volume in a 
season, and the entire work in the year,--the 
arrangement is admirable. Every one who knows 
the habits of those families who read but little, 
and wish that little to be of a moral and 
instructive character, will see what a temptation 
is offered, and what a security gained, by such a 
plan as this. 
The work was especially to be commended, the reviewer 
noted, because it had been revised for the School Library 
by "the substitution of a few unexceptionable religious 
papers in place of those that might offend some 
particular faith or feelings.'' 
Local authors were represented by Royal Robbins' 
~!:!I.i§.!l~!:!i!Y ~!:!9. ~!:!2~l~9_g_~ ("to show what Christianity 
has done for the human intellect, and what that has done 
for Christianity") and Board member Robert Rantoul, Jr.'s 
~oral Effects of Internal Improvements, among others. 20 
Other titles were historical, biographical, quasi-
scientific, and moralistic in nature. 
Rantoul's book could not be called non-partisan, in 
view of the intense controversies in the Jacksonian era 
over the appropriateness of government support for 
"interna 1 improvements". 2l A 1 though Rantou 1 was a 
leading Democrat, he agreed with the Whigs in supporting 
the granting of corporation charters, the use of 
mixed (state and private) enterprise, the aid 
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given to railroad and canal companies 
As an attorney, Rantoul played a leading role in setting 
up the Illinois Central Railroad. He differed in his 
position from that of the rural constituency of his 
party, resentfu 1 of the 1 arge profits earned by 
capitalists (and lawyers) as a result of these 
arrangements, and of the competition from mid-western 
agriculture which ''internal improvements'' encouraged. 
The inclusion of a book by a leading politician 
arguing, on high "moral" grounds, for internal 
improvements was "non-partisan'' only in the most 
technical sense. Its dissemination at public expense 
and in the name of the unassailable Common School was an 
instance of that ''moral power" which Combe had urged that 
the Board of Education exercise, to ''assist in forming 
and giving consistency and permanence to opinion," and 
to which the majority of the Committee on Education 
objected. 
A curious feature of the selections for the School 
Library is that they are aimed more at adults than at 
children in the elementary grades then offered by the 
common school, and indeed the announcement makes clear 
that there would be a "Juvenile Series" of fifty volumes 
and another series, also of fifty volumes, ''for advanced 
scholars and their parents." It seems clear that Mann 
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and his fellow-reformers, many of whom prepared volumes 
for the advanced series, saw this as a powerful way of 
introducing their ideas into every community in the 
Commonwealth, at the expense of local tax-payers. 
Perhaps Mann remembered how he had educated himself in 
the Franklin town library to make up for the deficiency 
of the instruction available in school.22 
This library [he wrote in some autobiographical 
notes] consisted of old histories and theologies 
Oh! when will men learn to redeem that 
childhood in their offspring which was lost to 
themselves? . . I have endeavored to do 
something to remedy this criminal defect. Had I 
the power, I would scatter libraries over the 
whole land, as the sower sows his wheat-field. 
More than by toil, or by the privation of any 
natural taste, was the inward joy of my youth 
blighted by theological inculcations. 
We can readily understand why he wanted to place the 
ideas of his circle within reach of other bright and 
ambitious small-town boys. 
The enthusiasm of the Christian Examiner, principal 
organ of Boston and North Shore Unitarianism, seems to 
reflect an expectation that the views of Liberal 
Protestantism would penetrate the back-country through 
the library available in the district school. Some 
gifted village boy would feel a ''glow and passion'' in 
reading Paley, and would, in a "hearty outbreak of 
youthful enthusiasm," accept the essential goodness of 
the world in defiance of the gloomy preaching of the 
local orthodox minister--so perhaps Mann hoped, 
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remembering his own rebellion, at the age of twelve, 
against the teaching of the orthodox controversialist 
Nathanael Emmons in Franklin. The father or mother, 
gathering family around of an evening, would read from 
The Sacred Philosophy of the Seasons rather than from the 
Bible or Pilgrim's Progress or some old Puritan 
devotion a 1 work, and thus the 1 igh t of "reasonab 1 e 
religion" would spread across the Commonwealth. 
Mann often cited the Massachusetts statute of 
1827, 2 3 which had given to school committees the 
authority to select the books to be used in the schools 
under their jurisdictions (a measure intended to address 
the problem of classes in which each child seemed to be 
using a different text, as selected by their parents), 
providing only that 
said committee shall never direct any school 
books to be purchased or used, in any of the 
schools under their superintendence, which are 
calculated to favour any particular religious 
sect or tenet. 
Despite this requirement, Mann reported that, on his 
first tour of schools in Massachusetts in 1837, he had 
"found books in the schools as strictly and exclusively 
doctrinal as any on the shelves of a theological 
1 ibrary. 24 His standard was such, indeed, that he would 
conclude in his First Report (1838) that 
among the vast libraries of books, expository of 
the doctrines of revealed religion, none have 
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been found free from that advocacy of particular 
"tenets'' or ''sects," which includes them within 
the scope of the legal prohibition. 
His conclusion was not that the teaching of religion 
should be banished from the common school, but that new 
books were required, selected or written on principles in 
keeping with the enlightened spirit of the age.25 After 
all, 
entirely to discard the inculcation of the great 
doctrines of morality and of natural theology has 
a vehement tendency to drive mankind into 
opposite extremes; to make them devotees on the 
one side, or profligates on the other; each 
about equally regardless of the true constituents 
of human welfare. Against a tendency to these 
fatal extremes, the beautiful and sublime truths 
of ethics and of natural religion have a poising 
power. 
It was a subsequent statute, of 1837, giving local 
school committees authority to expend public funds also 
to establish libraries in district schools, that provided 
the occasion for the development of a School Library free 
from the weaknesses of the books currently in use. 
Neither statute gave any role or authority to the State 
Board, but their combination provided what must have been 
an irresistible opportunity to put the "moral power" of 
the Board (and the economic leverage possible from broad 
distribution) behind books which promoted the political 
and religious view of the reformers. This was the 
easier to compass because their political views were 
high-minded and ''non-partisan'' and their religious views 
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were equally high-minded and "non-sec tar ian." That we 
can recognize them as the high 1 y part is an and sectarian 
views of economic and religious Liberalism does not mean 
that the reformers were insincere in believing that they 
constituted a "party above party divisions". It is 
entirely understandable, on the other hand, that their 
opponents accused them of hypocrisy and of concealing 
their true aims and their true convictions behind a 
manipulation of vocabulary borrowed from the common 
tradition but understood in a special way. 
In his fi£~! g~E~£! Mann deplored, as had Knox and 
Smith forty years before, the current diversity in books 
used in schools and the diverse beliefs and values that 
they reflected.26 ''There is,'' he wrote, 
a public evil of great magnitude in the 
multiplicity and diversity of elementary books. 
They crowd the market and infest the schools . 
. . Truth and philosophy, in regard to teaching, 
assume so many shapes, that common minds begin to 
doubt whether there be truth or philosophy under 
any. When the (local school) committee 
fail in directing what books shall be used, a way 
is opened for the introduction of books which are 
expressly prohibited by law, as ''calculated to 
favor the tenets of particular sects of 
christians." Under such omission, also, the 
school house may cease to be neutral ground 
between those different portions of society, now 
so vehemently contending against each other on a 
variety of questions of social and national duty. 
Would the disciples of hostile doctrines 
look forward, and foresee to what results a 
breach of the truce in regard to the school-room 
must infallibly lead, it seems scarcely credible, 
that each should not agree, in good faith, to 
refrain from every attempt to pre-occupy the 
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minds of school children with his side of vexed 
and complicated questions, whether of state or 
theology. 
The following year Mann reported that, in his annual 
request for information from local school committees, he 
had asked "Would it be generally acceptable to the 
friends of Education in your town, to have the Board of 
Education recommend books for the use of the schools?" 
Twenty towns containing 18,000 inhabitants were opposed, 
ten towns wished the Board to recommend books, so long as 
it did not prescribe them, two wished the Board to 
recommend and prescribe, and one wished the legislature 
to give the Board the authority to prescibe school books. 
It is not clear whether the remaining towns did not 
answer this question or indeed failed to file returns at 
a 11. Somehow Mann reached the conclusion that "the 
friends of education in towns containing more than seven-
eighths of the population of the State, are in favor of 
having the Board of Education recommend books for the use 
of the Schools."27 
Within the next few months he gained enough support 
for the idea on the Board to begin to issue the School 
Library. Characteristically, he had the most exalted 
opinion of what such a collection of books could 
accomplish for human progress: 
Could a library, containing popular, intelligible 
elucidations of the great subjects of art, of 
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science, of duty be carried home to all the 
children of the Commonwealth, it would be a 
magnet to revea 1 the varied elements of 
excellence, now hidden in their souls. 
The goal was more than popular enlightenment: it was the 
creation, by the State, of its own future citizens on a 
new model: 2 8 
The State, in its sovereign capacity, has the 
deepest interest in this matter. If is would 
spread the means of intelligence and self-culture 
over its entire surface ... it would call into 
existence an order of men who would establish a 
broader basis for its prosperity, and give a 
brighter lustre to its name. By our 
institutions, the political rights of the father 
descend to his sons, in course of law. But the 
intellectual and moral qualifications, necessary 
for the discreet use of those rights, are 
intransmissable, by virtue of any statute. 
These are personal, not hereditary; and are, 
therefore, to be taught anew and learned anew, by 
each successive generation. 
An arrangement was made with a private publishing 
house, with the condition that no work was to be included 
without the unanimous approval of the Board. This was 
frequently cited as the best assurance against any 
"sec tar ian" elements.29 
The character of these gentlemen is a sufficient 
guaranty, that the trust reposed in them will be 
executed with fidelity. There is not a man, 
belonging to either of the great political or 
religious portions, into which our community is 
unhappily divided, but will find, in the above 
list of names, a watchful sentinel, to guard his 
social and spiritual rights against aggression. 
Suppose I am a member of the Calvinistic or 
orthodox Congregational denomination, and I deem 
it a paramount duty to avert from the eyes and 
ears of my children, the peculiar views of the 
Baptists, Unitarians, or Universalists. I see 
in the list, the name of the Rev. Emerson Davis, 
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of Westfield,--an orthodox Congregational 
clergyman, known to his brethren throughout the 
State . Further down in the list I see the 
name of the Rev. Dr. Robbins . .. . . can I ask 
for any higher assurance, that the books examined 
and sanctioned by these gentlemen will be found 
to contain nothing at which any orthodox man can 
justly take offence. Suppose I am a Baptist . 
and so forth. 
The proposition seems reasonable enough; why did it 
arouse the hostility of the majority of the Committee on 
Education, as well as such polemicists as Matthew Hale 
Smith and Frederick Packard? Not because materials were 
included that were offensive to one or another of the 
religious groups then prominent in the Commonwealth. 
Against that the review process as well as the law of 
1827 so frequently cited by Mann were sufficient 
protection, had such a protection been needed. From 
what we know of Mann's own religious views, it was not. 
As a Unitarian of his time, Mann considered himself 
a Christian who would preserve all that was pure, noble 
and true of the teaching of Jesus Christ, without the 
accretions of legend and speculative doctrine that, in 
his view, had been added by superstition and the 
calculation of a priestly caste. He was quite sincere 
in considering his views "non-sectarian". Teaching that 
sought to form a sincere piety directed toward the 
Creator, a morality based upon the example and ideals of 
Jesus Christ and conducing to civic peace and social 
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righteousness-- how cou 1 d that "favor the tenets of 
particular sects''? 
By and large his contemporaries agreed, including 
many who were themselves fully "orthodox''. Those who--
more clear-thinking, perhaps--did not agree insisted that 
what was presented was in fact a false religion, worse 
than no mention of religion at all, since it took no 
account of Sin as a corruption of human nature cutting 
man off from God and from his own happiness, nor of God's 
plan of salvation through Jesus Christ. By retaining 
only those aspects of Christianity with which Unitarians 
agreed, the proposed religious teaching was in fact 
identical with Unitarian teaching. Thus it was 
sectarian in the fullest sense. On the other hand, to 
teach about human sinfulness and God's redeeming grace 
could not be considered "sectarian," since these were 
simply facts accepted by virtually everyone and attested 
by the almost unchallenged authority of the Bible. 
Those who argued this position agreed that truly 
"sectarian" teaching should be excluded from the common 
school, but would limit this characterization to such 
matters as the time and mode of baptism and the most 
scriptural form of church governance.30 
That this orthodox position did not prevail must be 
attributed largely to the theological confusion and 
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''softness'' of the orthodox party at that time, when so 
much of its energies were being devoted to evangelization 
of the cities, the West, and the world, with an 
inevitable popularization of doctrine in the interest of 
the broadest possible acceptance. The common school 
seemed part of the triumph of Christian benevolence, 
particularly when Mann urged that the Bible be read and 
morality taught in every school. Only the especially 
insightful, like Charles Hodge at Princeton, were able to 
foresee the rapid abandonment by public education of all 
connection with the essential beliefs of Christianity. 
Despite his success in disarming and out-maneuvering 
his orthodox potential opponents, the School Library 
continued to be a point at which Mann was subject to 
attack, and we hear less about it in the later years of 
his incumbency. Perhaps as a result of these 
controversies, Massachusetts has never been one of the 
states in which the State Board has prescribed textbooks 
or curriculum. 
OBJECTIONS TO STATE CONTROL OF TEACHER PREPARATION 
The third specific complaint of the majority of the 
Committee on Education, in March 1840,3 1 was about 
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Another project, imitated from France and 
Prussia, and set on foot under the 
superintendence of the Board of Education, 
the establishment of Normal Schools. 
Traditionally many of the teachers in district 
schools had been graduates of the private academies or 
college students taking a year or two to earn the money 
to continue their studies; others were ministers who had 
not found or had lost a position. The majority report 
argued that the present system worked quite 
satisfactorily, and that, if there were problems in some 
towns with finding adequately-qualified teachers, that 
could be resolved by paying better salaries. 
Academies and high schools cost the Commonwealth 
nothing; and they are fully adequate, in the 
opinion of your Committee, to furnish a competent 
supply of teachers. In years past, they have 
not only supplied our own schools with competent 
teachers, but have annually furnished hundreds 
to the West and the South. There is a high 
degree of competition existing among these 
academies, which is the best guaranty for 
excellence. 
The majority saw no advantage, to the Commonwealth, 
of creating State institutions in competition with the 
academies and town high schools that provided what seemed 
to them an adequate training for teaching basic literacy 
and numeracy skills. After all, "every person who has 
himself undergone a process of instruction must acquire, 
by that very process, the art of instructing others.'' 
An intelligent mechanic, who has learned his 
trade, is competent, by that very fact, to 
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instruct others 
School to teach 
apprentices. 
in it; 
him the 
and needs no Normal 
art of teaching his 
The underlying issue, though, was not a practical 
one of the best investment of the available resources. 
The majority summed up its opposition to the Board and 
its initiatives in terms that had to do with a concept of 
society, with a commitment to a pluralism of goals of 
education and of the means of attaining these goals.32 
From this perspective, they pointed out. 
the idea of the State controlling Education, 
whether by establishing a central Board, by 
allowing that Board to sanction a particular 
Library, or by organizing Normal Schools, seems 
to your Committee a great departure from the 
uniform spirit of our institutions,--a dangerous 
precedent, and an interference with a matter more 
properly belonging to those hands, to which our 
ancestors wisely intrusted it. It is greatly to 
be feared, that any at tempt to form a 11 our 
schools and all our teachers upon one model, 
would destroy all competition, all emulation, and 
even the spirit of improvement itself. When a 
large number of teachers and school committees 
are all aiming at improvement, as is doubtless 
the case, to a great extent, in this 
Commonwealth, improvements seem much more likely 
to be found out and carried into practice, than 
when the chief right of experimenting is vested 
in a central Board. With these views, your 
Commit tee have come to the cone 1 us ion, that the 
interests of our Common Schools would rest upon a 
safer and more solid foundation if the Board of 
Education and the Normal Schools were abolished. 
The development of Normal Schools, or teacher 
training institutions, in France, Germany and the 
Netherlands as in Massachusetts, was directly related to 
a new concept of the role of popular education. So long 
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as elementary schools were simply to teach literacy 
skills, some basic arithmetic, and the catechism, Bible 
verses, or liturgical responses as religious instruction, 
they cou 1 d be en trusted to anyone who was 1 iterate and of 
unexceptional moral character. The church sexton, a 
disabled veteran, even a literate tradesman might be the 
teacher; even better, it could be an aspirant to the 
ministry. Teaching was a matter of passing on some 
skills that one possessed as a result of one's own 
education, and of presiding over the memorization of some 
essential elements of the common religious heritage. 
This was certainly a limited educational program, 
though it resulted in a high degree of literacy in New 
England and a respectable level in some parts of France, 
the German states, and the Netherlands. What it did not 
do, however, was to meet the new aspiration, growing out 
of Enlightenment views of society and of human nature, to 
use universal popular education as a primary instrument 
of a number of social objectives which had nothing to do 
with literacy. These objectives included a spirit of 
national unity, a commitment to the existing political 
order, and those ''social and Christian virtues'' that 
were necessary to progress and the security of property. 
If elementary schools--the very term "common school" 
expressed a political and social program--were to produce 
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such profound transformations in the popular mentality, 
they must be taught by a new kind of teacher, one for 
whom the moral content of instruction was at least as 
significant as academic skills. 
The first model for such teachers were the members 
of Roman Catholic teaching orders, the earliest of which 
were organized as an instrument of the Counter-
Reformation for the express purpose of educating and 
thereby converting Protestant children. These teaching 
brothers and sister received a ••formation" designed to 
enable them to rule their schools by moral authority 
rather than by the rod, and to have a profound impact 
upon the children entrusted to them. When teacher 
training institutions under government auspices were 
established in the German states, it was with the 
significant title of ''seminaries,'' and one of the first 
(and characteristically abortive) efforts of the French 
Revolution to create a ''Republican education" was the 
establishment of a national Ecole Normale Superieure in 
Paris to train the teachers of teachers who would mold 
the loyalties of future citizens. 
Contemporary descriptions of normal schools during 
the nineteenth century, whether in Prussia, France, the 
Netherlands, or Massachusetts, almost never fail to 
stress the moral content of the formation of future 
-----
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teachers. Thus a letter by Dr. Samuel Gridley Howe, one 
of Mann's chief allies and director of the Institution 
for the Blind in South Boston, was included as part of 
the minority report of the Committee of Education, 
supporting the Board's initiatives; Howe wrote that he, 
like others, "entertained some theoretical objections to 
Normal Schools, as carried on by European governments," 
but that he was satisfied that the Board's Normal School 
at Lexington was free of such objections, since "the 
moral nature is as much cultivated as the intellectual." 
The next year we find a report in the f2!!!!!!2!} .§.£h22l 
Journal from Cyrus Peirce, principal of the Normal School 
in Lexington, stressing that ''there are no subjects in 
which scholars manifest more interest than in questions 
of mora Is ... 34 A biographical notice of Peirce stressed 
"the especial attention he has paid to the moral_ culture 
of his pupils,'' and his opinion that ''the common 
education of our schools has in it too little of the 
mora 1 element. "35 
The stress on moral education in the Normal School 
at Lexington--as in the celebrated institution at 
Fontenay-aux-Roses in France under the Third Republic--
was a means of shaping young women into Common School 
teachers whose convictions would be as clear and as 
winning as those of a teaching sister in a Catholic 
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school. 
James Carter, a predecessor of Mann as an education 
reformer in Massachusetts, had early identified the 
potential of teacher training as a means of having a 
profound impact upon popular education. In a series of 
articles published in 1824-5 in the ~£~!£~ ~~!£i£!, he 
urged a comprehensive scheme of education reform through 
State leadership.36 The key to the entire program was 
the training of teachers. 
The character of the schools, and of course their 
political, moral and religious influence depend, 
almost solely, upon the character of the 
teachers. 
As a result, 
An institution for the education of teachers .. 
. would form a part, and a very important part, 
of the free-school system. It would be, 
moreover, precisely that portion of the system 
which should be under the direction of the State, 
whether the others are or not. An 
institution for this purpose would become, by its 
influence on society, and particularly on the 
young, an engine to sway the public sentiment, 
the public morals, and the public religion, more 
powerful than any other in the possession of 
government. It should, therefore, be 
responsible immediately to them. It should 
be emphatically the State's institution. 
And then he warns, 
If it be not undertaken by the public and for 
public purposes, it will be undertaken by 
individuals for private purposes. 
But what invidious private purposes can Carter have 
been thinking of? After all, the "private" academies 
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had been training teachers in a quite satisfactory 
manner, and an "individual"--the Rev. Samuel R. Hall--had 
been operating a little school for training teachers in 
Concord, Vermont for several years, and would later be 
praised by the education reformers as a pioneer. Carter 
himself would attempt to operate a private teacher 
training institution a few years later. Apparently such 
efforts were not what he had in mind. 
It seems likely that his concern was with the 
potentially sec tar ian character of any teacher training 
not under State control. His own efforts would not be 
sectarian, of course, to his own way of thinking, but 
having once announced the tremendous power of teacher 
training to "sway the public sentiment, the public 
morals, and the public religion," he could not have 
failed to recognize that it would be in the interest of 
the churches to exert their influence over the "engine" 
that promised to take over so much of their traditional 
role. It is common to find such oblique references, 
among the education reformers, to the ambitions and 
claims of organized religion, presumably because they 
recognized their own intention of moving the State into 
areas of public influence where religion had previously 
been almost unchallenged. As one commentator puts it 
succintly, "the church was viewed with suspicion, but not 
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the State ... 37 
Carter's fellow Unitarian, the influential Professor 
George Ticknor of Harvard supported Carter's program in 
the pages of the North American Re~iew in 1827, insisting 
that "the ~£!!22.!.~ are the pillars of the republic. To 
these, let the strong arm of government be stretched out. 
Over these, let the wisdom of our legislatures watch."38 
The same year Carter came within one vote in the 
Massachusetts Leg is lature of obtaining an appropriation 
for such a teacher training institution. 
In 1830 Phillips Academy at Andover opened a 
teacher-training branch under the direction of the Rev. 
Samuel R. Hall.39 Phillips Academy was one of those 
semi-public institutions which we would now consider 
"private." It provided group instruction as college 
preparation, by contrast with the private tutoring by 
which Horace Mann, for example, had prepared for Brown. 
The academy was chartered by the Massachusetts 
Legislature in 1780, proclaiming that "the first and 
principal object of this Institution is the promotion of 
true Piety and Virtue." Governance was by an 
incorporated board of trustees, a common means at that 
time of small government of accomplishing a public goal 
through a semi-public means. 40 The development of a 
department to train teachers for the common schools was 
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thus entirely consistent with the history and role of 
Phillips Academy. 
While the Andover program was an initial success, it 
did not satisfy the goal of placing teacher preparation 
under State leadership; indeed, it threatened to 
reinforce the predominant role of the private academies. 
In the meeting of the American Institute of Instruction 
held in Boston in 1836, a resolution was adopted to 
petition the Legislature once again to ''establish a 
Seminary for the education of teachers.• In the 1837 
session of the Legislature at which the Board of 
Education was established, an attempt made to obtain an 
appropriation for "some literary institution for the 
purpose of qualifying teachers" failed, but the new Board 
urged action in its First Report. Significantly, the 
example of other countries was cited in support of the 
proposal. 
Charles Brooks, the Unitarian minister from Hingham, 
had made normal schools his special cause since 1834, 
urging the example of Prussia which, as we have seen, he 
knew from his acquaintance with Dr. Julius and from 
Cousin's book. Brooks insisted41 that 
the nineteenth century demands a higher type of 
teachers; teachers who are more than a match 
for the intense mental activity of the age, and 
who can more that master its tyrannous 
selfishness. school instructors should be 
as fully prepared for their duties as is the 
293 
clergyman for his. Teachers, teachers, yes I 
say teachers, have an inconceivable and 
paramount agency in shaping the destinies of the 
world. Competent teachers, whose learning 
is sanctified by piety, and whose characters are 
all radiant with love, will assuredly impart 
their nobility of soul to their pupils. Their 
spiritual magnetism will go out from them 
whenever innocent childhood presents itself as a 
conductor. Such teachers w i 11 unconscious 1 y 
throw into the daily lessons some moral 
suggestion, moral hint, moral maxim, or moral 
query; thus giving moral polarity to everything. 
In 1836 he called a convention of teachers in 
Plymouth County, on behalf of which he petitioned and 
twice addressed the Legislature to urge the founding of 
normal schools.42 
Brooks is especially significant as the one who made 
the connection with European models explicit. 
wrote, in a second petition in January 1837, 43 
Thus he 
Over and over again the Prussians proved that 
elementary education cannot be fully attained 
without purposely-prepared teachers. They deem 
these seminaries of priceless value; and declare 
them, in all their reports and laws, to be the 
fountains of all their success. we are 
confident that teachers thoroughly prepared, as 
they are in Prussia, would put a new face on 
elementary education, and produce through our 
State an era of light and of love. 
In 1838 Edmund Dwight, a wealthy financier who was 
one of the Whig/Unitarian circle that had selected Mann 
to head the efforts of the Board of Education, offered 
ten thousand dollars for a State normal school if that 
sum were matched by the Legislature. Like the others, 
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Dwight had read Cousin on Prussia, and had been informed 
(as the Common School Journal would report in 1839) that 
the reform of education in Prussia dated from and was 
based upon the establishment of "teacher seminaries". 44 
Through his initiative the Lexington Normal School was 
opened by the Board in July, 1839 (with three students), 
that at Barre in Western Massachusetts in September, 
1839, and that at Bridgewater in Southeastern 
Massachusetts in August 1840. The Lexington Normal 
School moved, in 1844, to west Newton where Horace Mann 
was a neighbor of the institution that was his special 
pride and joy. 
Much was expected of the early Normal Schools in 
Massachusetts. Through their agency a new type of 
teacher would be created and sent around the 
Commonwealth, to shape the moral as well as the 
intellectual character of the next generation of 
citizens. As Governor Everett asked at the dedication 
of the Normal School in Barre, in 1839, ''to how much of 
the intellectual and moral frame are not the first 
impress and shaping to be given at school?" 45 And Mann 
used characteristic exaggeration at the dedication of a 
building for the Normal School in Bridgewater: 46 
I believe Normal Schools to be a new 
instrumentality in the advancement of the race. 
I believe that, without them, Free Schools 
themselves would be shorn of their strength and 
their healing power, and would at length become 
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mere charity schools, and thus die out in fact 
and in form. Neither the art of printing, nor 
the trial by jury, nor a free press, nor free 
suffrage, can long exist, to any beneficial and 
salutary purpose, without schools for the 
training of teachers. nay, the universal 
diffusion and ultimate triumph of all-glorious 
Christianity itself must await the time when 
knowledge shall be diffused among men through the 
instrumentality of good schools. Coiled up in 
this institution, as in a spring, there is a 
vigor whose uncoiling may wheel the spheres. 
All allowances made for the occasion on which these 
remarks were made, they reflect an expectation widely 
shared among the education reformers in France, Prussia 
and the Netherlands as well as in New England. We have 
seen that Henry Barnard dedicated one of the first issues 
normal schools in Europe, and the theme of teacher 
education--frequently in a vein as exalted as that of 
Mann's Bridgewater speech--appears constantly in the 
journals and books of the period. 
Support for teacher education was not limited to 
liberal Protestants; in 1835 we find a writer in the 
leading journal of orthodox calvinism, the Biblical 
Respository and Princeton Re~iew, urging the use of state 
funds to support teacher training. 47 The significant 
difference, however, is that his proposal was to support 
such programs in the colleges, then almost exclusively 
under private and denominational auspices. For Brooks, 
Mann and the others, however, what was needed was teacher 
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"seminaries" which would be devoted exclusively to 
forming teachers and would be accountable directly to 
State education officials. 
In order to accomplish this purpose, the new normal 
schools were to offer the intensive experience suggested 
by their alternative title "teacher seminary''. Thus 
Cyrus Peirce led regular devotions for his students, and 
required them to read George Combe's phrenological 
Constitution of Man in order to acquire a new perspective 
on human nature and capabilities; Samuel Blumenfeld 
refers to this as ''public education's first venture into 
educational quackery."48 Mann himself saw Combe's 
theories as possessing deep religious significance. We 
find him writing to Combe, in March 1839,49 
There have been some striking conversions, since 
you were here, to the religious truths contained 
in your "Constitution of Man.'' Some of these 
have happened under my own ministry. [One young 
man, a prospective teacher, to whom he had 
recommended the book] came again, not a little 
disturbed: he had read it again, comparing it 
with his former notions (for he was highly 
orthodox), and found that the glorious world of 
laws which you describe was inconsistent with 
the miserable world of expedients in which he had 
been accustomed to dwell. I spent an entire 
evening with him, and endeavored to explain to 
him that your system contained all there is of 
truth in orthodoxy He adopted my 
views on the subject, and is now, I believe, a 
convert beyond the danger of apostasy. 
Making all allowances for Mann's jocular intention, 
it seems clear that he saw Combe's system as a full-scale 
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alternative to orthodoxy, and did not hesitate to 
recommend it as such to a future teacher. We can safely 
assume that the prescription and discussion of Combe's 
book at the Normal School had a similar effect, and 
presumably a similar intention. 
The concern with the moral impact of normal schools 
marked a significant difference from what had been James 
Carter's emphasis on ''the science of teaching.''50 Mary 
Peabody Mann made this clear in her biography of her 
husband, 51 when she wrote that he was free to go on their 
honeymoon trip to Europe in 1843 because 
now it only remained to improve methods of 
instruction, and to bring the subject of moral 
education more fully before the public. To this 
end he had set in operation the most adequate 
means--the Normal schools--and placed them in 
the hands of men who, as far as he could judge, 
saw the importance of that element in human 
culture. 
The moral ''element in human culture" was indeed the 
underlying focus of the efforts of Horace Mann and his 
allies, and reflected their deeply religious motivations 
in what they frequently called their ''sacred cause". To 
understand what this meant to them it is necessary to 
look more closely at the role of "liberal Christianity" 
in defining the terms of the "common schoo 1 rev iva 1 ". 
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THE UNITARIAN CONNECTION 
It is impossible to appreciate the heat aroused by 
the establishment of the first normal schools in 
Massachusetts, and other measures taken by Horace Mann 
and the Board of Education, without an awareness that 
they were considered by some of the Orthodox as an 
instrument of Unitarian aggression and proselytism. The 
complaint was that the normal schools were permeated with 
a Unitarian spirit; that, in fact, they served as the 
seminaries in which Unitarian missionaries were prepared 
to penetrate those parts of the Commonwealth in which 
Orthodox beliefs remained predominant. 
While Mann denied such charges angrily, the semi-
official history of ~~i!~~i~~i~~ i~ ~~~~i~~ (1902) does 
not hesitate to claim for that denomination the leading 
role in the development of the common school revival in 
general and of normal schools in particular. 
Horace Mann was an earnest and devoted Unitarian, 
the intimate friend of Channing and Parker, to 
both of whom he was largely indebted for his 
intellectual and spiritual ideals. In 
full sympathy with him in this work were such 
(Unitarians) as Dr. Channing, Edward Everett, 
Theodore Parker, Josiah Quincy, Samuel J. May, 
and the younger Robert Rantoul. Some of 
the staunchest and most liberal friends of Mann 
were of other denominations; but the work for 
common schools was thoroughly in harmony with 
Unitarian principles. 
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Thus Charles Brooks, the advocate of State action to 
create normal schools, was a Unitarian minister, as were 
Cyrus Peirce, the principal of the first such school, and 
his successor Samuel J. May.52 
The influence of this denomination, then at the 
height of its prosperity when all things seemed possible, 
was in fact even greater than claimed later by its 
historian. The pr inc ipa 1 of the normal schoo 1 at 
Bridgewater was a Unitarian layman, and the "special 
visitors'' assigned by the Board to oversee these 
institutions in 1839 were Sparks, Rantoul, Putnam and 
Mann himself, 5 3 two Unitarian clergymen and two Unitarian 
laymen. The original Board was even more heavily 
Unitarian than suggested above. Of the eleven original 
members, eight were Unitarians, including the Governor 
and the other moving spirits in the creation and 
selection of the Board: 
himself. 54 
Carter, Dwight, and Mann 
One of the non-Unitarians on the original Board, 
Edward Newton, pointed this out in an article in the 
Episcopalian Christian Witness of May 17, 1844:55 
I am next to consider another ingenious resort of 
the Secretary (Mann), or his friends, which is 
to make me appear in the public mind as "hostile 
to the glorious system of our common school 
education . " My contest is not with 
that excellent system, but against the 
construction given to it, the powers claimed 
under it, and the perversion of its ancient 
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design and usage by the Board of Education. 
Newton noted that Orthodox Congregationalists, 
Episcopalians and Baptists had cooperated together in 
support of the common schools for nearly two centuries, 
with Methodists joining them more recently. 
These four denominations, making together at all 
times, then and now, nine tenths of the 
population of the Commonwealth, have had no 
jealousies of each other on this head. In 
agreement, essentially, in matters of faith, the 
great doctrines of the gospel. as understood by 
them in common, were allowed to be taught, and 
were taught, in all our Common Schools. 
All this had changed, he charged, with the arrival 
of the Unitarians upon the scene: 
In the early part of the present century, a new 
sect sprang up amongst us, small in numbers but 
hightly respectable in regard to individual 
character 
and the Board of Education appointed in 1837 included 
eight members of ''the new sect referred to." To the 
influence of these members Newton attributed the 
exclusion 
of all rna t ter s deemed by them sectarian in 
religion, or, as we affirm, vital and distinctive 
in the Christian scheme, as held by Orthodox 
denominations. 
For Newton, the very premise on which Mann based his 
insistence that he was furthering the teaching of true 
religion was false.56 
The idea of a religion to be permitted to be 
taught in our schools, in which all are at 
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present agreed, is a mockery. There is really 
no such thing unless it be what is called natural 
religion. There is not a point in the 
Christian scheme, deemed important, and of a 
doctrinal character, that is not disputed or 
disallowed by some. As to the 'precepts' [of 
Jesus], perhaps, there may be pretty general 
agreement, and that this is one great branch of 
the Christian scheme we allow. But is this 
all--all that the sons of the Puritans are 
willing to have taught in their public schools? 
Mann counter-attacked angrily in the Boston Courier, 
contesting Newton's estimate of the proportion of the 
population which was Orthodox, and insisting that the 
Board of Education had been selected with great care to 
represent the different religious groups in the 
Commonwealth. 
All the great parties into which the State was 
divided were to be regarded. Religious views 
were among the most important. Political 
considerations could not be overlooked. 
Governor Everett selected the or ig ina l Board, Mann 
explained from his inside involvement in the process, 
taking three members from the Legislature who only 
happened to be Unitarians. Two businessmen were then 
added--Dwight and Newton himself--of whom one was 
Unitarian and one Episcopalian, and then two Orthodox and 
one Unitarian clergyman were added (Davis, Robbins and 
Sparks). What could be fairer?57 
The reply was disingenuous. The cabal of education 
reformers who selected themselves and others for the 
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original Board took care to assure that they and their 
allies would be in a clear majority. While they were 
Unitarians, this religious affiliation was more a result 
than a cause of their basic orientation to popular 
enlightenment, reform, and elite leadership. 
Unitarianism was not a militantly proselytising 
faith, as its supporters admitted half-ruefully, and we 
may believe Mann when he asserts that it was not their 
intention to convert the entire coming generation to 
that denomination--which many Unitarians were unwi 11 ing 
to admit was a denomination or "sect'', rather than simply 
purified Christianity. On the other hand, there is 
ample evidence that these education reformers saw strict 
Orthodoxy as a threat out of the benighted past and were 
disturbed by every evidence of its resurgence in those 
years of revivalism and Orthodox counter-offensive. 
Mann took care to keep his own views on Orthodoxy 
out of his speeches and Reports, but he wrote to his ally 
George Combe, 58 
There are two classes,--the one who are orthodox 
only by association, education, or personal 
condition. These may be good people, though 
they always suffer under that limitation of the 
faculties which orthodoxy imposes. The second 
class are those who are born orthodox, who are 
naturally or indigenously so; who, if they had 
had wit enough, wou 1 d have in vented orthodoxy, 
if Calvin had not. I never saw one of this 
class of men whom I could trust so long as a man 
can hold his breath. These are the men who are 
assailing me. 
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In his private journal, about the time that he took 
up his responsibilities as Secretary of the Board of 
Education, Mann wrote59 
In my early life I was accustomed to hear all 
doctrines, tenets, creeds which did not exactly 
conform to the standard set up, denounced as 
heresies, the believers cast out from fellowship 
in this life and coolly consigned to eternal 
perdition in the next. I think it would have 
made an immense difference, both in my happiness 
and character, had the genial, encouraging, 
ennobling spirit of liberality been infused into 
my mind when its sentiments were first capable 
of being excited on that subject. 
Reflecting again on his life, years later, he wrote 
bitterly in another letter, ''what an unspeakable calamity 
a Calvinistic education is .. 6 0 
Thus, while Mann and the other education reformers 
may not have intended to promote Unitarianism as a 
denomination, they were deeply concerned to assure that 
''liberal religion" would, through the common schools, 
replace "fanaticism". The Board could not be 
exclusively Unitarian, of course, but they made sure that 
most of its members were either religious liberals or, 
like Thomas Robbins, genial members of the first group of 
Orthodox described by Mann--Newton was a miscalculation, 
but it is more difficult to judge the religious position 
of a layman than that of a clergyman. A Democrat was 
needed to balance the Whig majority, but Rantoul was an 
enlightened member of his party, a Unitarian, and not a 
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representative of the rural and Orthodox population. 
The three Orthodox members selected for the Board lived 
far enough from Boston--Pittsfield, westfield (near 
Springfield), and Rochester (near New Bedford)--to assure 
that their participation in making policy or in reviewing 
the activities of their energetic Secretary would be 
intermittent and confined to the periodic meetings of the 
Board. 
Were the normal schools some sort of Unitarian 
conspiracy, then? Only in the sense that they 
represented the most effective means for the education 
reformers (themselves mostly but not exclusively ''liberal 
Christians") to develop a supply of teachers who would 
share their own views about the "pure religion" 
appropriate to offer as religious instruction in common 
schools. Presumably most of the student-teachers were 
themselves from Orthodox families, and we may doubt that 
any overt attempt was made to shake their beliefs, any 
more than they were expected to shake those of the 
children who would be entrusted to them. Orthodox 
beliefs were not confronted directly, but they were 
relativized, marginalized. It was by a selective 
emphasis upon certain elements of Christianity, in a 
vocabulary familiar from childhood, that the idea was 
conveyed that these were the real essentials of the 
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faith. 
An anonymous article entitled ''What shall be my 
Sabbath reading?" which appeared in Mann's Common School 
o!~',!.!:.!:!~l of August 15, 1843 provides an interesting 
example of this approach.6l Presumably it was by Mann 
or at least so closely represented his views that he saw 
no need to attribute it to anyone else: judging by 
style, it is intended for schoolteachers or students in 
the normal schools. The author expresses a resolution 
to 
avoid what has a tendency to make me self-
satisfied, or proud of my thoughts or opinions 
Is there not a danger of my becoming 
proud even of my religious opinions .? 
I must, therefore, not read anything that 
diminishes my charity for my fellow-creatures,--
for their character, their purposes, or their 
opinions. Whatever is written in an 
uncharitable spirit, no matter what name it has, 
I will endeavour to avoid . (no less if it 
is) under the cloak of a sermon or a religious 
tract, than if it came under the name of scoffing 
or unbelief. in the latter case, I should 
be on my guard: in the former, I should not. 
Whatever renders me uncharitable must be wanting 
in that Christian spirit 
Having thus warned against the publications of the tract 
societies, which frequently sought to put the Orthodox on 
their guard against "infidelity" in the form of liberal 
religion, the author then condemns--in the name of 
tolerance--those books that assert human sinfulness and 
divine judgment, especially when associated with 
predestination. 
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Whatever book makes me doubt of His 
~oodn.ess, His justice or His mercy, must be 
1njur1ous, and ought to be avoided. Those 
books must be bad or doubtful which make me 
selfish, or distructful of my fellow-man, or 
despairing of his advancement. 
Without ever mentioning his target, the author 
effectively cast doubt on the Orthodox position and on 
the tracts and books which argued it. In the name of 
"charity'' he made a concern about the truth of religious 
teachings appear unchristian. 
The indirect strategy was difficult to grasp and 
difficult to counter, but it was a singularly effective 
means of relativizing the claims of traditional 
Christianity--far more effective than the direct assaults 
of "infidelity," which then and throughout American 
history have elicited little favorable response. It 
offered little for the Orthodox to object to, especially 
since Mann and the other reformers insisted upon their 
devotion to the use of the Bible in the schools. After 
all, Protestants believed in the individual right of 
conscience, informed by reading the Bible, as the final 
authority for understanding Christianity. 
Lacking a tradition of doctrinal teaching by an 
authoritative church, it was difficult for such 
Congregationalists as Emerson Davis, Thomas Robbins and 
Heman Humphrey to articulate an objection to the 
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practices promoted by Mann. It was significantly an 
Episcopalian layman--Newton--who was the only member of 
the Board to resign for religious reasons. 
SUMMARY 
Public education in the United States has never been 
under centralized State control in the sense that this 
has evolved in France, and indeed Horace Mann's 
Massachusetts has a particularly strong tradition of 
"local control" of schools. Formal structural 
considerations should not blind us, however, to the 
skilled and resolute efforts of Mann and other reformers 
to redefine the mission and content of public schooling 
and to do so in the name of a benevolent and unifying 
State. In so doing, they set up ''sectarian religion•• as 
the implacable foe of progress and social unity, and 
presented themselves as its much-persecuted opponents. 
In fact, as the majority of the Committee on 
Education perceived clearly, the basic issue had to do 
not with particular religious views but with who should 
have the power to determine the values which would be the 
basis of instruction in each school. They were 
prevoyant enough to see, in the very small-scale 
activities of Horace Mann, a claim and a potential to set 
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the agenda for local schools through shaping the very 
terms in which education would be discussed. 
The collection and interpretation of educational 
statistics, ostensibly a perfectly neutral activity, had 
and continues to have the power to define perceptions of 
the salient strengths and weaknesses of the schools. 
The recommendation of reading material--and the banning 
of other material--had and continues to have the power to 
shape the range of topics that may be taught or 
discussed, and the framework in which they will be 
understood. The training--and eventually the 
certification--of teachers had and continues to have the 
power to determine what will occur in the classroom, far 
more than could any system of regulation or prescription. 
The normal school, in particular, played an 
important part in the efforts of Mann and other "liberal 
Christians" to promote a form of "common school religion" 
that allegedly had no sectarian character but was in fact 
consistent with their own beliefs and profoundly 
subversive of that of their Orthodox opponents. It was 
in the normal school, with its strong emphasis on the 
teaching of morality and on an atmosphere of liberal 
piety, that the teachers were formed upon whom the hopes 
of the education reformers rested. 
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Training teachers was thus an effective way of 
avoiding the problems that a direct assault upon local 
control of schools would have caused; it made it 
possible to argue, in all sincerity, that the common 
schools were under the direct oversight of local school 
committees elected by the parents and frequently chaired 
by an Orthodox clergyman.6 2 The real content of public 
education would be determined by the emerging profession 
of teachers, shaped by normal schools under control of 
the education reformers, and not by parents through their 
local representatives. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
The Common School as a Religious Institution 
For Horace Mann and his fellow reformers of the 
common school, both religious and moral instruction were 
essential elements of sound education. It was beyond 
questioning that schools should seek to educate the heart 
and the will as well as to fill the mind with facts and 
skills. Their quarrel with orthodox Protestant and (a 
little later) with Roman Catholic opponents had to do 
with the nature and basis of such education rather than 
with whether it was necessary in common schools. 
The connection between State leadership in popular 
education and an explicitly religious instructional 
content was by no means fortuitous. The primary goal of 
the Common School Crusade was to form the hearts of the 
next generation, to assure that they would, in the words 
of a leading Congregationalist journal, grow up ''with the 
state, of the state and for the state.'' This goal was 
implicitly religious, and it was pursued with a 
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proselytizing zeal by a generation of reformers for whom 
popular education was the supreme cause of the age--if 
not the culmination of the idealism of all ages. 
Those critics who charged that Mann and others were 
somehow irreligious could not have been further from the 
mark. It is true that the common school ideology was 
hostile to teaching the most distinctive doctrines of 
revealed religion, but to its expounders this was the 
only way to penetrate to the real intentions of '"the 
Founder of Christianity,'' to offer a purified teaching of 
moral duty and spiritual exaltation. 
As the religious content of schooling declined, in 
the first half of the nineteenth century, the religious 
mission of schooling actua 11 y became more important in 
the minds of the education reformers. These 
developments were directly related. It was as the 
school came to be seen as the primary bearer of a new 
civic faith, closely related to liberal Protestantism, 
that much of the traditional religious content of 
instruction was increasingly excluded as divisive and 
also as representing a lower form of religion than the 
"pure religion of heaven'' taught in the school. 
316 
BACKGROUND OF THE RELIGIOUS MISSION OF THE SCHOOL 
Two streams merged in the expectation that common 
schools would stress religion and morality. One was the 
Puritan tradition of parish schooling, brought from 
England and reinforced by the specific prescriptions of 
the leaders of international Calvinism at the Synod of 
Dordt in the Nether lands (1618-19). Thus President 
Heman Humphrey of Amherst--later Mann's most valuable 
ally among the orthodox--stressed, in a bicentennial 
address about the Pilgrims in 1820, 1 that 
To the religious education of their children 
. the early settlers of New England paid great 
and constant attention ... and, in a word, made 
it their grand object, not to lay up riches for 
their offspring, but to 'bring them up in the 
nurture and admonition of the Lord.' 
Whoever may think it worth his trouble, to look 
into the colonial laws of New England, will find 
the broad basis of our whole system of education, 
carefully laid by our wise and provident 
ancestors. 
Every contemporary discussion of the origins of the 
common school, including several by Mann, explicitly 
gives credit to the founders of the New England colonies. 
While colonial schools were under town rather than 
church control, the distinction is largely meaningless 
since ministers played the leading roles on local school 
committees, and instruction was permeated with the themes 
and content of Puritan theology. 
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These colonial schools had a religious function, 
then, but they did not thereby become religious 
institutions. The church was a religious institution, 
of course, and so was the family; both were based upon 
covenants to which God himself was a party, and thus were 
of supreme importance in Puritan thinking about the 
divine economy. The civil society as a whole, the 
commonwea 1 th, was in some sense a religious institution 
as well. The school, by contrast, was a necessary 
handmaid to church and family, one indeed which played an 
essential role in a well-ordered commonwealth, but it was 
not part of the great drama of salvation nor did it 
mediate the covenant mercies of God. 
The second stream that contributed to the 
development of the nineteenth-century common school was 
the European liberal program developed in the course of 
the eighteenth century Enlightenment. The American 
reformers were deeply interested in contemporary 
developments in Prussia and the Nether lands; thus 
Charles Brooks reported that as the result of discussions 
in 1834, 2 
I fell in love with the Pruss ian system, and it 
seemed to possess me like a missionary angel. I 
gave myself to it, and I resolved to do 
something about State normal schools. 
The educational reforms in Prussia during the period 
of intense national revival in reaction to defeat by 
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Napoleon were inspired above all by Pestalozzi, 
celebrated by Fichte as the prophet of a new era in the 
development of humanity. As Henry Barnard's ~!!!~!..i£~!:! 
~~~!.!:!~l ~K ~~~£~!.i~!:! told the American reformers, 3 the 
aged Pestalozzi declared in 1818 that 
The artificial spirit of our times has also 
annihilated the influence which the religious 
feeling of our fathers exercised upon this centre 
of human happiness. This religious spirit 
has sunk down amongst us into an insolent 
spirit of reasoning upon all that is sacred and 
divine; still we must also acknowledge that 
the blessed spirit of the true christian 
doctrine appears to strike deeper root again in 
the midst of the corruption of our race 
and, indeed, with regard to popular education, it 
is from this quarter alone that we can derive the 
expectation that we shall ever attain to measures 
really calculated to reach with sufficient 
efficiency the views, dispositions, appetites, 
and habits of our present mode of life, which we 
must look upon as the original source of our 
popular depravity and the misfortunes of our 
times. 
When Pestalozzi refered to "the true christian doctrine," 
however, he meant something very different from the 
Westminster Catechism; he had in mind a ''religion of 
love" for which Jesus Christ was the great exemplar, not 
a religion of judgment and redemption for which he was 
the Savior. 
A theology centered upon growth rather than 
conversion, upon the continuities between nature and 
grace, upon the human potential for growing into the 
likeness of God, was characteristic of the most 
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influential school reformers of the early nineteenth 
century. Most of them, like Pestalozzi, were profoundly 
religious, even mystical. Some, like Friedrich 
Schleiermacher in Prussia and Petrus Hofstede de Groot in 
the Netherlands, were professional theologians. For 
them, the process of educating and enlightening the young 
heart gradually to piety and morality necessitated the 
rejection of traditional dogmatic teaching in the 
interest of a higher truth. It did not permit them to 
cooperate with others who sought to reach the heart 
through an emphasis upon the necessity for conversion and 
acceptance of atonement through the Cross. 
The expected role of religious teaching in Prussian 
schools is expressed in the education statutes of 1819, 
which state that 
The first vocation of every school is to train up 
the young in such a manner as to implant in their 
minds a knowledge of the relation of man to God, 
and at the same time to excite and foster both 
the will and the strength to govern their lives 
after the spirit and the precepts of 
Christianity. Schools must early train children 
to piety 
This quotation is drawn, significantly, from Victor 
Cousin's 8~E~~! on !Q~ ~!~!~ 2i f~Q!l~ I~stru~!l~~ l~ 
Prussia (Paris, 1833) in the translation by Sarah Austin, 
published in New York in 1835. 4 No other book, it is 
safe to say, had a more profound impact upon the 
developing program of educational reform in the United 
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States, except perhaps Calvin Stowe's popularizations of 
Cousin's observations. Stowe observed, in a widely-
distributed little book on Prussian schools in 1836,5 
that 
The religious spirit which pervades the whole of 
the Prussian system is greatly needed among 
ourselves. --Without religion--and, indeed, 
without the religion of the bible--there can be 
no efficient school discipline. Religion 
is an essential element of human nature; and it 
must be cultivated, or there will be distortion 
of the intellect and affections. there is 
enough of common ground here to unite all the 
different sects in this great object. If 
our republic is to be prosperous and happy, all 
our children must be instructed in the elements 
of science and religion. 
Similarly, Massachusetts education reformer Charles 
Brooks wrote in 18376 that 
Our schools may help to develop the whole nature 
of man by cultivating the moral faculties. The 
affection of Love contains the great central 
principle of spiritual life and religious 
culture. Man has a moral as evidently as 
a physical constitution. It is the implantation 
of divinity. Let nothing go into their 
heads which has not been first filtered through 
their hearts. But, you ask, How can religion be 
introduced into our schools? I answer, as it 
was into every town school in Holland, Germany, 
Prussia . . .. The technicalities of Christian 
sects are not taught. By special statute they 
are prohibited. But those great and eternal 
principles of moral truth, which all sects allow 
to be indispensable in the grown-up Christian, 
are the principles which they carefully imbed in 
every youthful heart. I wish that every 
school committee could feel that they have a 
divine command to bring up every child in the 
nurture and admonition of the Lord. Words 
cannot tell the loss our community has sustained 
in expelling the spiritual nature from our school 
houses. It is my firm conviction that the 
omission of christian instruction in our schools 
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accounts for half the crime and more than half 
the unhappiness in society. 
That pillar of New England orthodoxy, Hernan 
Humphrey, and the Unitarian minister Charles Brooks used 
the same biblical phrase about bringing up children in 
the ''nurture and admonition of the Lord," even though 
they understood very differently the content of the 
Christian message. Orthodox Protestants, although 
greatly in the majority among the population, found it 
impossible to form anything like a united front to insist 
upon re 1 ig i ous teaching cor responding to their own 
convictions. They shared many of the anxieties of 
their Liberal opponents about nation-building, social 
tensions, and the assimilation of immigrants, but in 
addition they were reassured by the heavy use of a 
religious vocabulary and frame of reference in 
discussions of the mission of the common school. The 
education reformers, disproportionately Unitarians and 
other religious liberals, in fact adopted as their own 
the demand to increase the amount of "religious'' teaching 
in the schools, and so the issue became thoroughly 
confused. 
The proceedings of the American Institute of 
Instruction reveal how seriously this moral and religious 
mission was taken by the leading reformers who presented 
papers during the formative period of the common school. 
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In 1831 we find Jacob Abbott lecturing on moral 
education, in 1835 R. Park on religious education, in 
1836 J.H. Belcher on "Incitements to Moral and 
Intellectual Well-doing," in 1837 Joshua Bates on moral 
education, in 1839 Henry A. Miles on ''Natural Theology as 
a Study in Schools," in 1842 George B. Emerson on moral 
education, in 1843 Heman Humphrey on "The Bible in Common 
Schools," and in 1844 Calvin Stowe on ''The Religious 
Element in Education.•• 7 
Contemporaries found nothing incongruous in such 
language from a public official. The outstanding 
figure in Massachusetts public life, Horace Mann's patron 
Edward Everett, governor, senator, later ambassador to 
Great Britain and principal speaker at Gettysburg, 
insisted in a speech in 18378 that there was 
one living fountain, which must water every part 
of the social garden, or its beauty withers and 
fades away. Of course I mean moral and 
religious, as well as mental education. It 
is the elemental fire, which must lighten, warm, 
and cheer us, as men and citizens. 
It is fair to say that the origins and justification 
of the common school, as it developed in the 1840s and as 
it became a reigning symbol and expression of the 
developing American democracy through the nineteenth 
century, cannot be understood without coming to terms 
with this ''moral and religious'' emphasis. The very 
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power of the idea of the common school had much to do 
with its perceived role as the "one living fountain" of 
meaning and inspiration, as a sort of universal church. 
This is not to accept the usual historical judgment 
that the common school was a Protestant institution; 
indeed contemporary critics like Charles Hodge of 
Princeton v1ere correct when they saw the common school as 
profoundly subversive of the beliefs of most Protestants. 
Nor is it necessarily true, as David Tyack too readily 
assumes, that Mann's generation of educational reformers 
were "almost all deeply religious men".9 
Whatever the individual convictions of any of this group, 
they clearly did not feel that they were promoting their 
own beliefs; the recurrence of the theme of the 
necessity of a religious element in education can best be 
understood as an expression of their understanding of 
social necessity. 
To understand why religion figures so prominently in 
the early discussions of the common school it is 
essential to ask what meaning was assigned to "religion" 
by the education reformers, and why that was so important 
to them. The reformers and their opponents tended to 
talk past each other, while each insisting on the 
importance of religion, because they drew upon very 
different sources in reaching this conclusion. They are 
324 
in fact an illustration of Karl Mannheim's remark that 
"the same word, or the same concept in most cases, means 
very different things when used by differently-situated 
persons."10 
We can best approach the question of the meaning 
assigned to the concept ''religion" by describing briefly 
the role which Mann and others proposed that religion 
would play in the common school and thereby in American 
society. Contrary to the accusations of some of their 
opponents, the reformers were not primarily concerned to 
promote Protestantism or even Unitarianism. That 
would have been contrary to the elitist and increasingly 
complacent character of Unitarianism after about 1825; 
indeed William Ellery Channing, the decisive figure in 
the development of Unitarianism and Mann's pastor and 
friend, boasted11 that 
There is not on earth a body of men who possess 
less of the spirit of proselytism than the 
[Unitarian] ministers of this town and vicinity, 
and their principal organ, The Christian Examiner, 
--- --------- --------
carried long discussions of the mission of Unitarian ism 
to serve as a vanguard of the "pure and spiritual 
religion" which would eventually triumph in every 
denomination. 
The primary objective of "common school religion," 
in the minds of Mann and other reformers, was social 
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integration through the inculcation of certain common 
beliefs selected for their presumably up-lifting 
character. The passionate conviction with which the 
reformers advanced this program was a case of ''false 
consciousness'' in the sense described by Mannheim: 12 
knowledge is distorted and ideological when 
it fails to take account of the new realities 
applying to a situation, and when it attempts to 
conceal them by thinking of them in categories 
which are inappropriate. 
Briefly stated, the reformers attempted to deal with 
the real (though exaggerated) threat of social disunity, 
to which they themselves were contributing through their 
abandonment of the religious convictions of previous 
generations, by acting as though a newly-defined 
"religion" rooted in no community of faith could serve to 
re-integrate the society. They attempted to apply to a 
period of intense religious competition a program 
appropriate to periods of unity. As a result, the 
common school was never truly common in the sense of 
enjoying the support of all parents and --despite the 
tremendous achievements of the next hundred years--public 
education in the United States has cent inued to promise 
more social integration than it has been able to deliver. 
The present crisis of confidence in public education 
reflects a flaw in the foundation which Mann and others 
laid. 
326 
THE REJECTION OF "SECTARIAN" TEACHING 
It is possible to gain a clue to the concerns and 
intentions of the reformers by noting how consistently 
their discussion of the importance of religious teaching 
is accompanied by repudiation of any sectarian elements. 
A controversy arose during Mann's years as Secretary 
of the Board of Education over whether books reflecting 
the doctrines considered essential by many of the 
orthodox could be used in common schools. Mann and the 
Board based their rejection of such books on an 1827 
statute which had attracted little attention previously. 
This statute authorized school committees to purchase 
books for classroom use, 13 but provided that 
said committee shall never direct any school 
books to be purchased or used, in any of the 
schools under their superintendence, which are 
calculated to favor any particular religious sect 
or tenet. 
When opponents argued, in 1844, that this statute was not 
intended to ban Christian texts such as had been used 
since colonial days, but only those of a controversial 
and divisive nature, Mann received support from a 
prominent citizen of Worcester, Samuel Burnside, who had 
drafted the bill adopted in 1827. It had been the 
understanding of its supporters, Burnside wrote, 14 that 
upon the ground presented by the section it was 
believed all sects of christians might walk 
harmoniously together --and that children and 
youth would be well fitted, by such instruction, 
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to judge for themselves, in after life, what 
system of disputed doctrines was best entitled to 
belief. 
This position by no means reflected an opposition to 
religious teaching, properly understood. In a lecture 
to the American Institute of Instruction in 1832 Burnside 
described his purpose further; it was 
to contend earnestly that the moral or religious 
nature of man (and in whatever I say, I make no 
distinction between them, for I know of none) is 
a proper subject of school education 
This association of religious and moral elements in 
education is characteristic of the reformers; it is 
marked in the passage from Charles Brooks quoted above. 
On the one hand, they wished to give primary emphasis, in 
religion, to the prescriptive elements on which, they 
believed, there were no differences among Christians of 
various denominations; on the other, they preferred to 
clothe morality in a sentimental religiosity, presenting 
it as a matter of the heart rather than of the head. 
Burnside then went on to reject, implicitly, the 
contemporary orthodox Protestant emphasis upon 
conversion, in terms which anticipate the influential 
discussion of "Christian nurture" by Horace Bushnell: 15 
If it be true that piety is the natural 
fruit of religious instruction, and is seldom, 
perhaps never produced by extraordinary, 
supernatural influences, then this education 
assumes an interest, as vast as the eternal 
destinies of our race . our desire is 
only to train children to the practice of 
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Christian virtues from Christian motives; that 
is, from reverence of God, an habitual sense of 
his perfections, his presence, and of personal 
accountability, and from a love also of country, 
and the whole human family. This is all I 
mean by a religious education, or a religious 
character, and whatever more is attached to these 
terms by others, it will not be denied, that such 
a character is wanted for the concerns of this 
life, and I would humbly trust, that it is some 
preparation for a better. 
Another of the lectures to the American Institute of 
Instruction, perhaps on the same occasion, called upon 
teachers to teach children 
that in the performance of their daily labors, 
the discharge of their social relations, the 
government of their hearts and lives--in all 
this, if done in the right spirit, they are 
proving themse 1 ves Christians, inasmuch as they 
follow the example of the Saviour. all this 
you may accomplish without proscribing the 
tenets, or offending the prejudices, of any sect 
of professed Christians. Their doctrinal 
views will ripen with time, and may undergo 
changes; their practical principles should be 
fixed at once, and remain ever after immutable as 
the laws of nature. 
Once again, morality is considered the common ground upon 
which all Christians can unite--and religious truth is 
presented as evolving and unfixed, which is consistent 
with a primary emphasis of Unitarian teaching at the 
time. 16 
The Unitarian journal The fQ~i~!i~~ ~~~~i~~~ 
returned repeatedly to the theme of the common school and 
its religious and moral mission. 
urged that17 
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In 1831 an article 
the course and the fate of this country 
depend, under Providence, on the character of the 
mass of its inhabitants the moral 
education of all classes, and all ages, but most 
particularly of the poor and the young, is the 
one thing needful. 
It was this journal, in 1833, that published William 
Ellery Channing's significant review of the ~~~£1~~~ 
Annals of Education and Instruction. 
------ -- --------- --- -----------
Channing called 
for state leadership and for emulation of Prussian 
efforts "for the intellectual and moral improvement of 
her subjects."lB As Horace Mann set to work as 
Secretary of the Board of Education, 
Examiner cheered him on:l9 
The Christian 
Let the work go on, and some of the worst fears 
entertained for our country will be relieved; 
especially as there is an increasing disposition 
to make this popular education -moral- as well as 
intellectual. 
As the name of the publication suggests, Unitarians 
at this time continued to consider themselves Christians 
despite the refusal of the Orthodox to recognize that 
claim. Unitarians believed that they were preserving 
the essence of Christianity, purged of ''sectarian'' and 
divisive doctrines which--they argued--were no part of 
the message of Jesus. This essential Christianity could 
and should be taught in the common schools, since it 
represented a ''religion of heaven" to which no right-
minded parent could object, whatever additional doctrines 
he might hold privately and teach to his children at 
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home. After all, did not Jesus himself sum up the Law 
and the Prophets in the two Great Commandments to love 
God and love one's neighbor? 
This argument was advanced by others besides 
Unitarians. In 1839 The Christian Examiner published an 
enthusiastic review of a book by an Episcopalian 
minister, Benjamin Peers, urging the creation of a system 
of national compulsory education for the United States. 20 
Peers argued that 
A system of national education suited to the 
United States must aim, above all things, to 
impress a virtuous character upon the rising 
generation, and by means of the Bible as the 
instrument. 
The reviewer comments that 21 
Mr. Peers has much to say upon the need of 
religious culture in common schools, and in all 
that he says shows great good sense, and what 
seems to us a singular liberality in a clergyman 
of the Episcopal Church. He is entirely opposed 
to the introduction of any of the dogmas of 
controversial theology into schools. 
After all, the reviewer observes, 
So long as Christians regard Christianity as 
based on controverted dogmas,--so long as the 
people regard the Church as a selfish party, or 
band of parties, so long the Bible will be, if 
not absolutely kept out of common schools, used 
with much timidity and jealousy, and with little 
good effect. We do actually believe, that 
the good yeomanry of our country would be more 
likely to agree upon a system of moral and 
religious instruction for schools than our clergy 
would. They would discern, that the love of God 
and man, justice, truth, temperance, and even the 
eternal life, were principles acknowledged by the 
great mass of the church and people; and 
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insisting upon these, they would leave 
controversialists to dispute at will about their 
-isms and -ologies. 
This line of argument, endlessly repeated by Horace 
Mann among others, was to prove brilliantly successful. 
It is one of the ironies of the situation that it was put 
forward by an intellectual elite, perhaps the most 
distinguished and coherent our nation has ever known, 
venturing to speak for the "common man" who, so the 
argument implied, had been deluded into his persistent 
orthodoxy by the fanaticism and self-interest of the 
orthodox clergy. 
THE CONCERN ABOUT NATIONAL UNITY 
The argument proved successful because many of the 
orthodox were also seeking a basis for retaining positive 
religious and moral teaching in common schools, convinced 
that this was essential to the process of building a 
single nation and people. Even before heavy Irish and 
Continental immigration began in the 1840s there was a 
widespread feeling that national unity was threatened. 
This was a period of countless sects and enthusiasms, a 
period also when Jacksonian democracy--and such notorious 
radicals as Robert Owen and Fanny Wright--seemed to 
threaten Church as well as Property. A report to the 
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Massachusetts Senate in 1838 22 pointed out the threat of 
an atheism that was hostile 
to all decency and regularity, to the peace of 
all communities, and the safety of all 
governments. Atheism is a levelling 
system. In religion and in politics, it labors 
to overthrow all ancient customs--all established 
institutions. 
It is significant that these remarks were made by a 
Whig-dominated committee, since the Whig leadership was 
largely Unitarian; Horace Mann had just resigned as 
Senate President. Although opposed to orthodoxy, this 
Whig elite had an equal horror of anything that might 
undermine what they regarded as the essential religious 
underpinnings of popular democracy. It was all very 
well for free enquiry to flourish at Harvard, but social 
order and harmony required a religious sanction. 
Through the teaching of religion and morality in the 
common school, they believed, the popular mind could be 
secured for a sort of progressive conservatism; by 
excluding all ''sectarian" elements, everything which tied 
religion to the traditional and mutually-exclusive 
communities of faith, a primary cause of social conflict 
could be gradually eliminated and a new unity of heart 
could be developed among the American people, 
guaranteeing liberty and property alike. 
Schlesinger, Jr.'s comment 23 that 
Arthur 
the Whigs, in scuttling Federalism, replaced it 
by a social philosophy founded, not on ideas, but 
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on subterfuges and sentimentalities 
is borne out by their educational program. 
While atheism was regarded as a social and political 
threat by the orthodox as well as by their liberal 
opponents--as witness Lyman Beecher's celebrated lecture 
on "political atheism"--the liberals had an equal concern 
about what they feared would be the divisive social 
effects of religious enthusiasm. 
described24 how 
Nathan Hatch has 
At the dawn of the nineteenth century, the 
Federalist citadel of Essex County, 
Massachusetts, witnessed a major assault on its 
well-bred and high-toned culture. Religious 
enthusiasm had taken hold among the common people 
and its rude challenge to authority dismayed even 
the tolerant Jeffersonian diarist William Bentley 
of Salem. As late as 1803, Bentley had confided 
smugly that Essex County remained virtually free 
of sects. During the next five years, he 
watched with dismay the lower orders of his 
community championing ''religious convulsions,'' 
"domestic fanaticism," and "Meeting-Mania." 
What Bentley found most appalling was that 
"the rabble" not only noised abroad strange 
doctrine but actually went beyond what they were 
told, attempting ''to explain, condemn and reveal'' 
religious matters. The people, he groaned, were 
doing theology for themselves. 
This was a period of religious revivals, starting 
soon after the turn of the century and continuing until 
the eve of the Civil War, with some Congregationalist 
churches becoming more orthodox as others moved toward 
Unitarianism, and the rapid spread of Baptist, Freewill 
Baptist, Methodist and Universalist churches. The 
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Baptists alone organized over a hundred new churches in 
Massachusetts between 1800 and 1813.25 
That this concern over religious sectarianism is not 
altogether groundless may be seen from the growth of 
denominationalism in Massachusetts during this period. 
To the traditional Congregational dominance, with a 
significant Baptist minority stemming primarily from the 
Great Awakening, an array of additional forms of 
Protestantism was added, with the first signs of what 
eventually would be a Roman Catholic dominance: 
Churches 1785 1858 
Congregationalist 330 490 
Baptist 68 287 
Episcopalian 11 65 
Roman Catholic l 64 
Unitarian 0 170 
Universalist 0 135 
Methodist 0 310 
Other 0 130 
Note that this does not reflect membership, since 
church size varied widely between a large urban Roman 
Catholic parish, for example, and a little country 
Methodist or Universalist congregation. In terms of 
organized churches it is nevertheless significant that 
the share of the largest denomination dropped in this 
period from more than 80% to less than 30%.26 
Political developments enhanced this anxiety about 
potential division in the new nation. The Hartford 
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Convention of 1814 had raised the spectre of New England 
secession from the Union, while the agitation of Calhoun 
and other Southerners over the tariff in the late 1820's 
foreshadowed the secession of 1861. The response of 
Massachusetts Senator Daniel Webster in a celebrated 
speech in 1830 27 expressed his fear of seeing the sun 
shine 
on the broken and dishonored fragments of a once 
glorious Union1 on States dissevered, 
discordant, belligerent1 on a land rent with 
civil feuds, or drenched, it may be, in fraternal 
blood! 
Sectional discord was not the only problem1 the 
political controversies of this period centered, as Lee 
Benson has shown in his study of New York State, on 
differing views of the role of government in promoting 
public virtue and harmony. Democrats charged that the 
Whig reform program--given classic expression by Horace 
Mann and the Board of Education--was elitist and 
interfered with the social order anchored in local 
rea 1 i ties and mores. The detailed analysis by Kaestle 
and Vinovskis of the votes to abolish the Board 
demonstrates that the opposition to Mann in the 
Massachusetts Legislature was along political and social 
lines rather than being based upon ''religious bigotry" 
(as Mann himself claimed). It reflected a traditional 
resistance by the predominantly agricultural sections of 
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the Commonwealth to the hegemony of the merchants and 
lawyers of the Boston area. This was in no sense a 
resistance to education as such, but rather to the 
attempt to use the common school as the instrument for 
developing a new unifying faith. 
Thus there was a real threat to vested interests, 
one of which the reformers were deeply aware. 
Demagogues, appealing to the worst motives in 
men, always lurked in the fears of Unitarian 
mer ali s ts, ready to pounce upon the land and 
destroy its carefully nurtured equilibrium. 
No wonder that these strains were of deep concern to the 
reformers who sought to make the common school an 
instrument to create social harmony far more than to 
teach literacy and other skills. 28 
In addition, Boston experienced anti-Catholic mob 
violence by workingmen in 1834 and anti-Abolitionist 
violence by a middle-class mob in 1835 . "A climate of 
disorder obtained . which seemed to be moving the 
nation to the edge of disaster."29 
Historian Russel Blaine Nye comments,30 of this 
period in the development of the United States, that 
The creation of solidarity out of variety was a 
vital task for the new society, as its shapers 
clearly realized; their adoption of the Roman 
fasces as a national symbol had real pertinence 
to-their problems. The men of the period were 
acutely aware of the need for creating a stable, 
cohesive society. the United States was 
by 1830 a tangled skein of loyalties to 
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sentiments, symbols, sections, localities, 
groups, political divisions and subdivisions, and 
to economic, ethnic, ideological, and other 
interests, all of which held the individual in a 
sort of loose social orbit. ~ Eluribus unum was 
not an idly chosen motto for the society of the 
new Repub 1 ic. 
THE PROBLEM OF HORACE MANN'S RELIGION 
Whether Mann was "deeply religious'' we perhaps will 
never be able to say, but there can be no question that 
he was both repelled and attracted by religion. To say 
that his advocacy of religious teaching served an 
ideological purpose is by no means to assert that it was 
arrived at as a matter of cool political calculation. 
The energy with which he entered into controversies over 
religion in the common school show how deeply and 
painfully the subject touched him. 
Mann's position on religion in the common school, 
and the controversies that occurred during his years as 
Secretary of the Board of Education, have been the 
subject of many studies. These include, in addition to 
the general histories of American education which 
invariably cover this as a key issue, Sherman M. Smith's 
Massachusetts (1926), Raymond Cu 1 ver 's Horace 1:1ann and 
Religion in the Massachusetts Public Schools (1929), Neil 
G. McCluskey's Public Schools and !:1oral Education (1958), 
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William Kailer Dunn's ~~~! ~~EE~~~Q !~ 8~ligi~~~ 
~2~£~!i~~Z The Q~£li~~ of 8~ligi~~~ I~~£hi~g i~ !h~ 
1776-1861 
---------
(1958) 1 Charles 
Bidwell's ''The Moral Significance of the Common School'' 
(1966), Jonathan Messerli's ~~£~£~ ~~~n: ~ ~i~g£~EhY 
(1972), and Kaestle and Vinovskis's Education and Social 
Recently, Samuel Blumenfeld's Is Public Education 
-- ------ ---------
Necessary? (1981) has gone over much the same ground from 
a perspective far more critical of Mann than any of the 
ear 1 ier studies. 
No useful purpose would be served by covering this 
material again. Our concern here is not so much with 
Mann's own role or the social and political circumstances 
which permitted his position to triumph, as with the 
significance of the positions that he and others took, 
what religion in the public school meant to them and what 
lasting imprint their efforts had upon American 
education--and the strains which it is experiencing 
today. 
The primary source for Mann's personal religious 
convictions is the biography prepared by his second wife, 
the former Mary Peabody, after his death. The book 
includes a long extract from a letter which Mann wrote to 
a friend, recounting his formative experiences growing up 
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in Franklin, Massachusetts.31 The strongly orthodox 
teaching of Nathanael Emmons (1745-1840) produced a 
reaction, first of anxiety and then of rejection, 
according to this account. Mann writes, 
More than by toil, or by the privation of any 
natural taste, was the inward joy of my youth 
blighted by theological inculcations. He 
was an extra or hyper-Calvinist,--a man of pure 
intellect, whose logic was never softened in its 
severity by the infusion of any kindliness of 
sentiment. He expounded all the doctrines of 
total depravity, election, and reprobation, and 
not only the eternity, but the extremity, of 
hell-torments, unflinchingly and in their most 
terrible significance; while he rarely if ever 
descanted upon the joys of heaven, and never, to 
my recollection, upon the essential and necessary 
happiness of a virtuous life. The 
consequences upon my mind and happiness were 
disastrous in the extreme. I remained in 
this condition of mind until I was twelve years 
of age. I remember the day, the hour, the 
place, the circumstances when, in an 
agony of despair, I broke the spe 11 that had 
bound me. From that day, I began to construct 
the theory of Christian ethics and doctrine 
which, with such modifications as advancing 
age and a wider vision must impart, I still 
retain, and out of which my life has flowed. 
Mann's characterization of Emmons, while not 
inaccurate, fails to do justice to one of the most 
distinguished of the "New Divinity men" who carried 
forward the theological work of Jonathan Edwards and 
prepared the ground for the Second Great Awakening of the 
early nineteenth century. Historian Sydney Ahlstrom 
refers to Emmons as ''a highly distinctive, almost 
eccentric theological genius" who ''contributed creatively 
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to the single most brilliant and most continuous 
indigenous theological tradition that America has 
produced.''3 2 At a time when the Calvinist theological 
tradition had run very shallow in Switzerland, the 
Netherlands, France and Germany, and was able to put up 
little resistance there to either liberalism or 
revivalistic enthusiasm, the New Divinity men in New 
England continued to insist upon and to develop a 
doctrine centered on the sovereignty of God and the need 
for salvation not dependent on human righteousness. 
In such sermons as ''Moral Inability of Sinners'' 
Emmons did not preach an iron determinism but rather the 
necessity for a radical change of heart, worked by the 
Spirit of God, after an honest recognition of the 
depravity of the unconverted nature. Sinners, he 
insisted, "do not know that the plague of their own 
hearts lies in their total selfishness, and entire regard 
to their own personal safety and happiness. 
whatever attempt they make to serve God, their ultimate 
design in it all is, not to serve God, but to serve 
themselves.''33 Only by caring for the glory of God 
above one's own salvation could one honor him properly. 
The criticism often expressed by Mann and other religious 
liberals, that the orthodox selfishly sought only their 
own eternal welfare rather than the happiness of others, 
finds no support in Emmons' sermons. 
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We can imagine Emmons' sermons providing solid 
nourishment to such congregations as Horace Bushnell 
described from his youth in rural Connecticut:34 
They think of nothing, in fact, save what meets 
their intelligence and enters into them by that 
method. They appear like men who have digestion 
for strong meat, and have no concept ion that 
trifles more delicate can be of any account to 
feed the system. Nothing is dull that has the 
matter in it, nothing long that has not exhausted 
the matter. Under their hard and 
stolid faces, great thoughts are brewing, and 
these keep them warm give them anything 
high enough, and the tough muscle of their inward 
man will be climbing sturdily into it; and if 
they go away having something to think of, they 
have had a good day. 
On the other hand, it is easy to appreciate that 
such demanding and rather bleak preaching could provide 
little nourishment and the possibility of confusion for a 
child, and that growing up in the congregation of a 
hyper-intellectual minister more concerned with 
theological controversy than with the concerns of daily 
life (Emmons "once refused to replace a fallen bar on his 
fence, lest it start him down the road to worldly 
preoccupations"t 35 ) could provoke a rejection of the 
whole Orthodox system. 
Emmons would certainly not have preached "the 
essential and necessary happiness of a virtuous life," as 
Mann complained, and the complaint says a great deal 
about the facile optimism of the emerging liberal 
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religion. It was unfair, on the other hand, to suggest 
that his preaching was not concerned with what Emmons 
called ''Christian duties": the essential difference was 
that Emmons took care to deny that good deeds possessed 
any merit for justifying a sinner, while for Mann they 
were the essence of Christianity and the drama of 
salvation had no real significance. 
Hostility to Calvinism, as represented by Emmons' 
teaching, was a cons is tent theme throughout Mann's 
subsequent 1 if e. In response to an early attack on the 
Board of Education, questioning the exclusion of teaching 
about sin and salvation in the schools, he wrote in his 
diary 36 
Probably they will have no difficulty in making 
out that the Board is irreligious: for with them 
religion is synonymous with Calvin's five points. 
As for St. James's definition of it, "Pure 
religion and undefiled is to visit the fatherless 
and widows in their affliction,'' etc.: and that 
other definition, "Do justice, love mercy, and 
walk humbly with thy God,"--the Orthodox have 
quite outgrown these obsolete nations, and have 
got a religion which can at once gratify their 
self-esteem and destructiveness. They shall not 
unclench me from my labors for mankind. 
The charge is unfair, as Mann must have known. Not only 
were some of his strongest supporters and allies--like 
Heman Humphrey and Thomas Robbins--squarely among the 
orthodox, but this was the era when the ''evangelical 
united front" supported a bewildering range of good works 
and reform efforts. It is significant that he found it 
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necessary to condemn his opponents on these grounds, 
however; he is not setting orthodoxy against a secular 
rationalism, but two expressions of religion against one 
another. Even in his private diary, Mann was concerned 
to present himself as "religious" and indeed as 
religiously superior to his opponents. 
Historians have tended to accept Mann's version of 
how he came to be in opposition to the prevailing 
religious views, as a result of youthful emancipation 
from the oppression of a narrow fanaticism. 
letter 37 , one 
He wrote in 
I feel constantly, and more and more deeply, what 
an unspeakable calamity a Calvinistic education 
is. What a dreadful thing it was to me! If it 
did not succeed in making that horrible thing, a 
Calvinist, it did succeed in depriving me of that 
filial love for God, that tenderness, that 
sweetness, that intimacy, that desiring, nestling 
love, which I say it is natural the child should 
feel toward a Father who combines all excellence. 
While this testimony to a deeply-held aversion based 
upon personal experience should not be discounted--and 
indeed calls into question Mann's public protestations of 
benevolent neutrality toward all religious beliefs--it it 
not necessary to have recourse to a psychological 
explanation for the conflict which developed between Mann 
and his opponents. 
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The conflict between religious liberalism and 
orthodoxy was the leading drama in Massachusetts for more 
than a generation, until abolition and immigration carne 
to replace it in the public consciousness, in the late 
1840s. Given Mann's career pattern, as a small-town boy 
of modest circumstances but outstanding gifts who made a 
career in law and politics, in alliance with the Whig 
elite, it would have been anomalous if he had not been a 
religious liberal. As we saw in the last chapter, most 
of the members of the original Board of Education (all of 
those from the vicinity of Boston) were Unitarians; they 
shared with Mann an optimistic, moralizing tendency. If 
Mann's personal experiences were significant--and there 
is no reason to believe they were not--they were the 
experiences of an entire emerging social class. 
What is entirely missing from Mann's various 
allusions to the contemporary religious scene is 
reference to the dynamics within orthodoxy. Orthodoxy 
was by no means on the defensive, as it had been during 
the era of the Revolution. The old religious consensus 
had indeed broken down, but liberalism was not permitted 
to enjoy its victory unchallenged. Mann preferred to 
see orthodoxy as a relic of a past age in human 
development, but in fact evangelicalism was evolving and 
expanding rapidly. The founding of Andover Theological 
Seminary in 1808 and of Park Street Church in Boston in 
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1809 was a direct response to Unitarian advances. A 
powerful revival that began in 1823 and the foundation of 
the orthodox journal !Q~ ~£iii! Qf !Q~ filsri~~ in 1828 
gave the orthodox a sense that the initiaive had passed 
to them. As Lyman Beecher wrote to one of his sons, in 
1823, 
There is unquestionably a great and auspicious 
change going on in Boston in respect to 
evangelical doctrine and piety. The orthodox 
have for years been delving in their Sabbath-
schools and other evangelical efforts, and their 
zeal, and strength, and momentum, as to preparing 
the way for a revival are noble, and they are 
reaping their reward. 
Not that these orthodox advances passed unchallenged; 
Beecher was to recall that3 8 
There was an intense malignant enragement for a 
time. Showers of lies were rained about us 
every day. The Unitarians with all their 
principles of toleration, were as really a 
persecuting power while they had the ascendancy 
as ever existed. Wives and daughters were 
forbidden to attend our meetings; the whole 
weight of political, literary, and social 
influence was turned against us, and the lash of 
ridicule laid without stint. 
As we will see, Mann shared with Beecher an inclination 
to describe the liberal/orthodox rivalry in dramatic 
terms. 
The conflicts over the religious mission of the 
common school were not, as Mann presented them, a 
struggle between an outmoded and morabund (but still 
malignant) orthodoxy on the one hand and the forces of 
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progress and love of humanity on the other, but rather a 
conflict between two dynamic movements, both very 
different from their eighteenth-century predecessors, 
each determined to shape the mind of the growing nation. 
We have noted that Mann saw himself as more truly 
religious than his opponents, rather than as a proponent 
of secularity. What was the content of his religious 
program for and through the common school? 
MANN'S OFFICIAL STATEMENTS 
In his fi~~! g~£2~! of February 1838 Mann referred 
to the necessity of an "entire exclusion of religious 
teaching" in the common schools, lest "the school house 
may cease to be neutral ground between those different 
portions of society, now so vigorously contending against 
each other on a variety of questions of social and 
national duty."39 This exclusion of ''vexed and 
complicated questions'' 
enhances and magnifies, a thousand fold, the 
indispensableness of moral instruction and 
training. Entirely to discard the inculcation 
of the great doctrines of morality and of natural 
theology has a vehement tendency to drive mankind 
into opposite extremes; to make them devotees on 
one side or profligates on the other; each about 
equally regardless of the true constituents of 
human welfare. Against a tendency to these 
fatal extremes, the beautiful and sublime truths 
of ethics and of natural religion have a poising 
power. 
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Mann thus saw the function of the common school as being 
to prevent not only the breakdown of morality but also 
the excesses of religious enthusiam. Through teaching 
natural religion the disturbing power of revealed 
religion would be reduced in the rising generation; they 
would not, like their parents, be "devotees". 
In order to provide "moral instruction and training" 
in common schools, Mann urged the need for 
a book pourtraying, with attractive illustration 
and with a simplicity adapted to the simplicity 
of childhood, the obligations arising from social 
relationships supplying children, at an 
early age, with simple and elementary notions of 
right and wrong in feeling and in conduct 
Later that year Mann gave a lecture on ''The 
Necessity of Education in a Republican Government,'' in 
which he defined education as "such a culture of our 
moral affections and religious sensibilities, as in the 
course of nature and Providence shall lead to a 
subjection or conformity of all our appetites, 
propensities, and sentiments to the will of Heaven." 4 0 
It seems evident that in this instance, at least, he was 
clothing a program of moral education and character 
formation in the religious vocabulary of the day, without 
proposing any distinct program of religious instruction. 
There is no mention of the use of the Bible, which would 
become a favorite theme later as his program came under 
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increasing attack. 
He made a similar use of religious vocabulary in a 
lecture delivered in 1840, entitled ''What God does and 
What He Leaves for Man to Do in the Work of Education." 
"If, then, God is Truth,--if God is Love,--teach the 
child above all things to seek for Truth, and to abound 
in Love ... He became more specific about the positive 
content of instruction, calling upon teachers in common 
schools to keep children 
unspotted from the world, that is, uncontaminated 
by its vices; to train them up to the love of 
God and the love of man; to make the perfect 
example of Jesus Christ lovely in their eyes; 
and to give to all so much of religious 
instruction as is compatible with the rights of 
others and with the genius of our government. 
He added that ''when the children arrive at years of 
maturity" they should be commended "to that inviolable 
prerogative of private judgment and of self-direction 
which, in a Protestant and a Republican country, is the 
acknowledged birthright of every human being.•• 4 l 
In his Third Report (1840), Mann observed that 
any attempt to make the public schools (supported 
as they are by the common expense for the common 
benefit) an instrument for advancing or 
depressing the opinions of any sect of christians 
would meet what it would merit, the prompt rebuke 
of every considerate citizen. 
This did not mean that the teaching of religion could 
safely be neglected; to the contrary, Mann expressed 
confidence that religion could and indeed must be 
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taught. 42 
Although it may not be easy theoretically, to 
draw the line between those views of religious 
truth and of christian faith which are common to 
all, and may, therefore, with propriety be 
inculcated in school, and those which, being 
peculiar to individual sects, are therefore by 
law excluded: still it is believed that no 
practical difficulty occurs in the conduct of our 
schools in this respect. 
The following year Mann boasted of the universal 
support that this non-sectarian religious teaching 
enjoyed, arguing from the silence of those who might have 
held contrary views. 4 3 In the reports submitted by 
local school committees, 
a majority of which, probably, were prepared by 
clergymen, belonging to all the various 
denominations in the State, there was not one 
which advocated the introduction of sectarian 
instruction or sectarian books into our public 
schools; while, with accordant views,--as a 
single voice corning from a single heart,--they 
urge, they insist, they demand that the great 
axioms of a Christian morality shall be 
seculously taught 
His description of this unanimity, he reported in 
1842 44 had drawn 
' 
the applause of friends of education far and wide 
and had been quoted with warm commendation, in 
leading newspapers and periodicals of adverse 
parties, both in our sister States and in foreign 
countries. The Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
has been congratulated on having reached that 
point in civilisation where men of all parties 
can cooperate for the promotion of a common 
object of acknowledged value, notwithstanding a 
want of uniformity on other subjects. 
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In his Se~enth Report (1844) Mann drew largely upon 
his extended visit, the previous year, to schools on the 
Continent and in Britain. He echoed Calvin Stowe's 
enthusiasm for Prussia, and for the ''absence of sectarian 
instruction, or endeavours at proselytism" in mandatory 
Bible lessons in some schools, while correcting stowe by 
pointing out the denominational character of most 
Prussian schools.45 In arguing that religious 
instruction, at its best, required no "formulas of a 
creed," Mann revealed much about his own concept of how 
it should be provided: 
It is when a teacher has no knowledge of the 
wonderful works of God, and of the benevolence of 
the design in which they were created; when he 
has no power of explaining and applying the 
beautiful incidents in the lives of prophets and 
apostles, and especially the perfect example 
which is given to men in the life of Jesus 
Christ; it is then that, in attempting to give 
religious instruction he is, as it were, 
constrained to recur again and again to the few 
words of sentences of his form of faith, whatever 
that faith may be. 
The schools of England and Scotland, in which ''religious 
creeds, and forms of faith, and modes of worship were 
directly taught," were, in his judgment, far inferior to 
Massachusetts schools in teaching "the common doctrines 
and injunctions of mora 1 i ty, and the meaning of the 
preceptive parts of the Gospel."46 
Two years later he returned to this theme, asking 
rhetorically, ''are there not moral means for the 
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renovation of mankind, which have never yet been 
applied?" It was the fault of the clergy, through the 
centuries, that they had neglected the early moral 
training of youth. In the new era in the history of the 
world which ''opened with the war of the American 
Revolution and with the adoption of the constitution of 
the United States," he wrote, "we must expect a new 
series of developments in human character and conduct ... 4 7 
These were being promoted, above a 11, by the common 
school and the education reformers who were shaping its 
moral mission.48 
Directly and indirectly, the influences of the 
Board of Education have been the means of 
increasing, to a great extent, the amount of 
religious instruction given in our schools. 
Moral training, or the application of religious 
principles to the duties of life, should be its 
inseparable accompaniment. No community can 
long subsist, unless it has religious principle 
as the foundation of moral action; nor unless it 
has moral action as the superstructure of 
religious principle. 
Similarly, in a compendium of Massachusetts 
education law and policy, in his ~~~!h g~E2~!, 49 Mann 
observed that 
The policy of the State promotes not only secular 
but religious instruction 
As an indication of the support that Mann enjoyed, the 
Massachusetts Legislature directed, just after his 
resignation in 1849, that ten thousand copies of this 
~~~!h g~E2~! be printed and distributed to "exhibit a 
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just and correct view of the Common School system of 
Massachusetts." 
Under continuing attack for neglect of the 
distinctive teachings of orthodox Christians, those 
shared by most Protestants and Roman Catholics, Mann made 
even stronger claims in his ~l~~~~!Q g~22~! (1848), in 
which the major section was headed: "THE POWER OF COMMON 
SCHOOLS TO REDEEM THE STATE FROM SOCIAL VICES AND 
CRIMES."SO 
It is not known that there is, or ever has been, 
a member of the Board of Education who would not 
be disposed to recommend the daily reading of the 
Bible, devotional exercises, and the constant 
inculcation of the precepts of Christian morality 
in all the Public schools. as a matter of 
fact, I suppose there is not, at the present 
time, a single town in the Commonwealth in whose 
schools it is not read. By introducing 
the Bible, they introduce what all its believers 
hold to be the rule of faith and practice; and 
although, by excluding theological systems of 
human origin, they may exclude a peculiarity 
which one denomination believes to be true, they 
do but exclude what other denominations hold to 
be erroneous. If it be the tendency of 
all parties and sects, to fasten the mind upon 
what is peculiar to each, and to withdraw it from 
what is common to all, these provisions of the 
law counter-work that tendency. They turn the 
mind towards that which produces harmony, while 
they withdraw it from sources of discord 
These "peculiarities," of course, included the 
belief that the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 
were of decisive and irreplaceable importance for each 
person, a doctrine which, according to Mann, could not be 
taught in the schools. He appears sincerely not to have 
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recognized the extent to which his own belief in human 
goodness and the centrality of morality to religion 
constituted an alternative faith--essentially that 
preached Sunday by Sunday in Unitarian churches--which 
could not fail to conflict with orthodox beliefs, whether 
of Protestants or of Roman Catholics. 
In support for his contention that the common school 
was capable of achieving a moral revolution in society, 
Mann cited letters that he had received from a number of 
prominent educators to whom he had written. One assured 
him that "with teachers properly trained in Normal 
Schools and with such a popular disposition towards 
schools as wise legislation might effect," ninety-five 
percent of ''the immoralities which afflict society'' could 
be eradicated. Another was not wi 11 ing to concede the 
possibility of failure in even one case in a hundred; 
yet another could not recall a single former pupil ''who 
had been with me long enough to receive a decided 
impression, whose life is not honorable and useful." 
Several stressed the importance of reaching all the 
children and thus ''training up the whole community to 
intelligence and virtue." Miss Catherine Beecher 
(Lyman's daughter and Calvin Stowe's sister-in-law) went 
so far as to promise51 that if 
all the children at the age of four shall be 
placed, six hours a day, for twelve years, under 
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the care of teachers having the same views that I 
have. . . I have no hesitation in saying,--! do 
not believe that none, no, not a single one, 
would fail of proving a respectable and 
prosperous member of society; nay, more, I 
believe that every one would, at the close of 
life, find admission into the world of endless 
peace and joy. 
Fortified by these assurances, Mann went on to call, 
for the first time, for universal, compulsory popular 
education in the interest of social progress and virtue. 
After all, any children left out of the benefits of the 
common school would have ''a poisonous influence . 
upon all the rest;" therefore, "universality in the end 
to be accomplished demands universality in the means to 
be employed." He expressed confidence that such a 
system--which he urged the next session of the 
Legislature to enact--would enjoy the support of the 
great majority, 
and would thus leave but few of those unnatural 
cases,--of those parents who are not parents,--to 
be dealt with compulsively. 
This was, for Mann, the culmination of the whole reform 
impulse of the age, since52 
in universal education, every "follower of God 
and friend of human kind" will find the only sure 
means of carrying forward that particular reform 
to which he is devoted. In whatever department 
of philanthropy he may be engaged, he will find 
that department to be only a segment of the great 
circle of beneficence, of which Universal 
Education is centre and circumference; and that 
it is only when these segments are fitly joined 
together, that the wheel of Progress can move 
harmoniously and resistlessly onward. 
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With this continuing concern for the role of the 
common school in promoting social reform through 
inculcation of high religious and moral ideals, it was 
appropriate that the last of his celebrated manifestos, 
the ';!'~~lf!.!:! ~~2~E.! (1849), was devoted primarily to 
defining why and how these should be taught. 
"Moral education," he wrote, "is a primal necessity 
of social existence,'' yet 
Education has never yet been brought to bear with 
one hundredth part of its potential force, upon 
the natures of children and, through them, upon 
the character of men, and of the race. 
Here, then, is a new agency whose powers are but 
just beginning to be understood, and whose mighty 
energies, hitherto, have been but feebly invoked. 
Returning to the theme of the ~1~~~~!.1:! ~~2~!:_!_, Mann 
claimed53 that 
if all the children in the community, from the 
age of four years to that of sixteen, could be 
brought within the reformatory and elevating 
influences of good schools, the dark host of 
private vices and public crimes which now 
embitter domestic peace and stain the 
civilization of the age might, in ninety-nine 
cases in every hundred, be banished from the 
world. 
Having recapitulated his views on social control and 
progress through moral education in less than ten pages, 
Mann devoted the remaining forty pages of his final 
report to a discussion of religious education. 
by stating his conviction54 
He began 
that this grand result, in Practical Morality, is 
a consummation of blessedness that can never be 
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attained without Religion; and that no community 
will ever be religious, without a Religious 
Education. Both these propositions, I regard as 
eternal and immutable truths. Devoid of 
religious principles and religious affections, 
the race can never fall so low that that it may 
sink still lower; animated and sanctified by 
them, it can never rise so high but that it may 
ascend still higher. 
Far from, as his accusers had it, desiring to 
exclude religious instruction from the common school, 
Mann insisted, "I could not avoid regarding the man who 
should oppose the religious education of the young, as an 
insane man." His own position, he wrote, had been 
consistent over the twelve years of his term as Secretary 
of the Board of Education: 
I believed then, as now, that religious 
instruction in our schools, to the extent which 
the constitution and laws of the State allowed 
and prescribed, was indispensable to their 
highest welfare, and essential to the vitality of 
moral education. Then as now, also, I believed 
that sec tar ian books and sectarian instruction, 
if their encroachments were not resisted, would 
prove the overthrow of the schools. 
His advocacy of this position had continued despite years 
of suffering, ''under misconstructions of conduct, and the 
imputation of motives, whose edge is sharper than a 
knife." 55 He had been strengthened by the conviction 
that 
a true education would be among the most 
efficient means to prevent the reappearance in 
another generation of such an aggressive and 
unscrupulous opposition as the Board and myself 
were suffering under in this. 
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Mann then turned to an argument for a religiously-
neutral common school which has--ironically enough--
become familiar in recent years in support of public 
support for non-public schools, the argument of ''double 
taxation:" 
if a man is taxed to support a school, where 
religious doctrines are inculcated which he 
believes to be false, and which he believes that 
God condemns; then he is excluded from the 
school by the Divine Law, at the same time that 
he is compelled to support it by the human law. 
This is a double wrong. It is politically 
wrong, because, if such a man educates his 
children at all, he must educate them elsewhere, 
and thus pay two taxes ., and it is 
religiously wrong, because he is constrained, by 
human power, to promote what he believes the 
Divine Power forbids. 
Apparently Mann could not see that, for some of his 
opponents, the confidence in human goodness and 
improveability that he wished the common school to teach 
represented a false doctrine, corrosive of the basis of 
their faith. In his mind--or at least in his argument--
the Massachusetts common school was "more strictly 
religious than any other which has ever yet been 
adopted ... S6 There could be no valid objection from any 
denominational perspective, he believed, to the positive 
religious teaching which he advocated. 
In what he clearly considered his unassailable 
argument, Mann pointed out that he and the Board had 
continually promoted the use of the Bible in the common 
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school, and "if this Bible is in the schools, how can it 
be said that Christianity is excluded from the schools''? 
The Bible was allowed to ''speak for itself,'' and what 
could be more fair or reverent?5 7 Thus, 
so far from its being an irreligious, an anti-
Christian, or an un-Christian system, it is a 
system which recognizes religious obligations to 
their fullest extent; .. a system whch invokes 
a religious spirit, and can never be fitly 
administered without such a spirit. 
But this admirable and ''Christian" system was under 
attack, and now not only from Protestant orthodoxy, but 
from the claim of the Catholic clergy to provide 
education for the children of Irish immigrants. Nothing 
could be more unfortunate. It was, after all, 
the first duty of every government in Christendom 
to bring foward those unfortunate classes of the 
people who, in the march of civilization, have 
been left in the rear. 
The urgency of this concern was underlined by the 
fact, recently reported by a committee overseeing the 
Boston Primary Schools, "that of ten thousand one hundred 
and sixty-two children belonging to said schools, five 
thousand one hundred and fifty-four were of foreign 
parentage." Sectarian teaching in the common schools 
would inevitably drive these students away, and this 
would in turn strengthen the hand of those (presumably 
the Catholic clergy) who 
propose to supersede the necessity of subduing 
free thought, in the mind of the adult, by 
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forestalling the development of any capacity of 
free thought, in the mind of the child. 
Mann be 1 i eved that the common schoo 1 ide a l, "Free 
Schools for all, and the right of every parent to 
determine the (out-of-school) religious education of his 
children," was threatened by religious zealots on two 
sides: by orthodox Protestants and Roman Catholics. 58 
Some are attempting to withhold all means, even 
of secular eduation, from the poor, and thus 
punish them with ignorance unless, with the 
secular knowledge which they desre, they will 
accept theological knowledge which they condemn. 
Others, still, are striving to break down all 
free Public School systems, where they exist, and 
to prevent their establishment, where they do not 
exist, in the hope that on the downfall of these, 
their system will succeed. 
Mann's charges were unfair to both groups of his 
opponents; they are notable as an illustration of his 
unusual power, as a controversialist, to place the worst 
possible construction on the motivations and actions of 
his opponents and to do so in a manner which many found 
convincing. If Mann's annual reports attracted and 
continue to attract more attention than those of any of 
his contemporaries or successors as "chief state school 
officer," it was not least because he managed to 
present the situation of education as simultaneously 
triumphant and imperiled. He created a genre of reports 
on education that, down to A Nation at Risk, has always 
reached for the dramatic image. 
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The charges are also an example of a theme--the fear 
of immigrants--which would be sounded with increasing 
vigor by supporters of the common school over the next 
decades, and would contribute heavily to forming a 
''united front" among Protestants who otherwise might have 
been at each other's throats. 
That Mann was not insincere in portraying himself as 
engaged in a mighty struggle is evident from his next, 
self-pitying remark that he was now bidding Farewell 
to a system with which I have so long been 
connected, to which I have devoted my means, my 
strength, my health, twelve years of time and, 
doubtless, twice that number of years from what 
might otherwise have been my term of life. 
After all, as he had noted earlier in the g~p_QE_!_, 59 
The preoccupancy of the public mind with error, 
on so important a subject, is an unspeakable 
calamity; and errors that derive their support 
from religious views are among the most 
invincible. I was made to see, and 
deeply to feel, their disastrous and alienating 
influence, as I travelled about the State; 
sometimes withdrawing the hand of needed 
assistance, and sometimes, when conduct extorted 
approval, impeaching the motives that prompted 
it. By no cause, not dearer to me than life 
itself, could I ever have persevered, amid the 
trials and anxieties, and against the obstacles, 
that beset my path. But I felt that there is a 
profound gratification in standing by a good 
cause, in the hour of its adversity. I believed 
that there must be a deeper pleasure in following 
truth to the scaffold, than in shouting in the 
retinue where error triumphs. 
The reader of these lines would have little clue 
that the opposition to Mann's efforts was ineffectual and 
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scattered, and his support not only broad but including 
virtually all of the political and financial elite. 
Kaestle and Vinovskis have demonstrated by careful 
analysis that the opposition to Mann and the Board of 
Education in the Legislature in 1840 was not correlated 
with religious orthodoxy but rather with political 
resistance to what a later age would have called the 
"meddling do-goodism" of the Whig elite. 60 In fact, 
representatives from towns whose schools used 
Bibles or whose school committees included 
members of the clergy were less hostile to the 
board of education than legislators from 
communi ties whose schools did not use Bibles or 
did not have ministers on their school boards. 
Mann did not espouse an unpopular cause, or follow 
truth to any scaffold, but the fact that he saw himself 
in those terms reflects his vivid sensitivity to what he 
considered the threat of religious orthodoxy. Recent 
reactions, from the "Education Establishment," to 
controversies over the content of textbooks reveal how 
powerfully this sense of threat persists. A handful 
of "Fundamentalist" parents, in Hawkins County, 
Tennessee, win the right of excusal for their children 
from certain aspects of instruction in the local school 
and we are told that the "end of public education" is at 
hand! 
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THE RELIGIOUS PROGRAM OF THE COMMON SCHOOL 
''All those who are worthily laboring to promote the 
cause of education," Mann wrote in The f.2!!!!!!2!! ~_<::_!:!221 
~2!:!.£.!!~1 in 1846, "are laboring to elevate mankind into 
the upper and purer regions of civilization, 
Christianity, and the worship of the true God; all those 
who are obstructing the progress of this cause are 
impelling the race backwards into barbarism and 
idolatry." 6l 
As stated with particular clarity here, Mann saw the 
common school itself as having an essentially religious 
mission, a mission of "elevating" and "purifying" "the 
race". To carry out its mission, though, the school had 
to work against much that was considered religious by the 
orthodox, so that he wrote in the same essay, 
He who is ignorant is almost necessarily 
superstitious. But a Christian education lifts 
off the whole, black, iron firmament of 
superstition from the soul, and brings life and 
immortality to light. 
Thus the school, while not, strictly speaking, salvific, 
was at least the revealer of essential human goodness and 
the pure morality that guaranteed happiness in this world 
and beyond. As one historian puts it, "the core of his 
religious philosophy was his firm belief in the infinite 
perfectibility of mankind through the process of 
education." 62 
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Mann would probably have agreed with his Dutch 
contemporary, Petrus Hofstede de Groot, that God's 
primary purpose and form of activity in the world was 
educational, and that therefore the school, because it 
worked in a systematic way with children when they were 
most impressionable, had a special part in the divine 
plan. Hofstede de Groot, a liberal Protestant 
theologian, school inspector, and author of an admiring 
book about Mann's mentor William Ellery Channing, saw in 
the non-sectarian religious teaching of the common school 
not an unsatisfactory compromise but an adumbration of 
the next, purified stage of Christianity. 
Holding similar views, Mann was able to argue that 
he was actively engaged in promoting religion and that 
his opponents could only be motivated by fanaticism and 
hostility to the true interests of humanity. 
In his private journal Mann wrote,6 3 just before 
taking up the post of Secretary of the Board of Education 
(May 1837), 
For myself Natural Religion stands as preeminent 
over Revealed Religion as the deepest experience 
over the lightest hearsay. The power of Natural 
Religion is scarcely begun to be understood or 
appreciated. And however much the light 
of Revealed Religion may have guided the 
generations of men amid the darkness of 
mortality, yet I believe the time is coming when 
the light of Natural Religion will be (to) that 
of Revealed as the rising sun is to the day-star 
that preceded it. 
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This suggests that his public posture,6 4 that 
the Religion of Heaven should be taught to 
children, while the creeds of men should be 
postponed until their minds were sufficiently 
matured to weigh evidence, and arguments, 
rested upon the assumption that, if the evidence and 
arguments were weighed by adults who had passed through 
the common school, the "creeds of men" or revealed 
religion would stand little chance of acceptance. 
Mann also persuaded himself--and others--that "the 
Religion of Heaven'' was in fact something different from, 
higher than, and in conflict with ''the creeds of men.'' 
He expressed this view in one of his controversies with 
the orthodox, asserting that in their educational 
system65 
The whole moral nature is left almost a waste, & 
the sublime pleasures, which attend its activity 
are not known & instead of cultivating the 
religious nature, all effort is expended upon the 
inculcation of doctrines and creeds, & the modes 
of adroitly defending them. 
In brief, then, Mann saw the common school as 
cultivating the moral nature and, at the same time and 
necessarily, developing the highest form of religious 
sentiment and piety of which children were capable. It 
was in the service of this mission, and not simply to 
avoid controversy, that the school must exclude the 
doctrinal tenets of orthodoxy. It was not that the 
exclusion of these traditional teachings from the school 
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was an unfortunate consequence of the religious divisions 
in the community, but rather that their inclusion would 
be fatal to the teaching of true religion and morality. 
Mann was by no means alone in his views. We have 
seen that his immediate predecessors stressed the 
importance of non-sectarian religious instruction in 
order to have a deep impact upon the students. His 
immediate successor as Secretary of the Board of 
Education, Barnas Sears, while a less flamboyant figure 
than Mann and theologically orthodox (he was a Baptist 
clergyman and president of the theological school at 
Newton), shared his conviction that religious training 
should be provided and that it should be non-sectarian. 
In the Fifteenth Report (1852) Sears wrote6 6 that 
The most perfect development of the mind, no less 
than the order of the school and the stability of 
society, demands a religious education. 
Massachusetts may be regarded as having settled, 
at least for herself, this great question of the 
connection of religion with the Public Schools. 
She holds that religion is the highest and 
noblest possession of the mind, and is conducive 
to all the true interests of man and of society, 
and therefore she cannot do otherwise than seek 
to place her schools under its beneficent 
influence. What it needs for its own 
safety and well-being is the spirit of the 
decalogue as expounded by the Great Teacher of 
mankind, while varying creeds, which are so much 
in controversy, are not indispensable as a means 
of public education In the exclusion of 
distinctive creeds from the schools, religious 
persons, of almost every name, are singularly 
agreed The formation of a virtuous 
character is the natural result of a right 
religious training. 
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The ~~~~~!~~~!b g~E~£! (1854) incorporates an 
address by George Emerson, Mann's ally and fellow-
Unitarian, at the dedication of a Normal School 
building. 67 Emerson's main theme, on this as on other 
occasions, was the importance of moral education, and he 
stressed that 
this moral instruction must be based on the 
Gospel, on those great principles of Christianity 
which are common to all Christians, the great 
principles of the immortality and accountability 
of man, of the holiness and omnipresence of God, 
of the authority of the teachings of Christ. 
Sears returned to this theme the following year, 
alluding to the fact that certain persons, years before, 
had pressed for the establishment of schools "having a 
distinctive religious character," while at the opposite 
extreme some school committees had gone to excessive 
lengths in forbidding all forms of religion in the common 
schools, even prohibiding prayer.68 
Time, by giving opportunity for sober reflection 
and more careful observation, has done much 
towards correcting both these extreme views. The 
one class has become satisfied that the 
children of emigrants, now swarming in our cities 
and manufacturing districts, will, unless brought 
into our public schools, soon form a dangerous 
part of our population the very 
foundations of society will be rendered insecure, 
by the fearful amount of brute force that will be 
accumulating around us, breathing the spirit of 
riot and misrule. 
The other class have come to see that a 
government cannot long perpetuate itself by means 
of mere secular education; that a 
reverence for divine things and for the Supreme 
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Being, breathed by the conscientious teacher into 
the hearts of the young, especially of those who 
receive no such lessons at horne, is indispensable 
for the preservation of social order among men. 
Considerations of this nature have done much 
to unite the great bulk of the community on the 
common ground of a Christian but unsectarian 
education for all the children of the 
Commonwealth. Those who would deprive 
the teacher of so power fu 1 a means of rnor a 1 
discipline as the Bible find little sympathy 
among the descendants of the Pilgrims. 
Two of the speakers before the American Institute of 
Instruction, in 1849, took a similar position. Benjamin 
Labarce argued that 
the most important interests of individual and of 
society, the stability and the permanency of our 
institutions, imperiously demand that our 
children and youth be thoroughly instructed in 
the principles of moral and religious 
obligations, 
while Charles Brooks stressed that 
Christianity, enthroned in 
people, is the cheapest 
government can maintain. 
the heart of 
police that 
any 
any 
The "animal ferocity" of the ignorant--especially 
immigrants--could be disarmed "by the implantation of 
moral principle ... 69 
A decade later the mayor of Lynn, Massachusetts, a 
manufacturing city experiencing heavy immigration, 
declared70 that 
sound education of the heart and mind is the only 
sure basis of character The importance . 
. . of the public schools, in a community like 
ours, where they furnish to a large proportion of 
the youth the only means of acquiring such an 
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education, cannot be over-estimated. 
interest in any community can compare with 
moral and religious education of the young? 
What 
the 
This conviction was not limited to Massachusetts. 
In 1856, as Detroit hosted the annual conference of the 
American Association for the Advancement of Education, 
the participants heard a paper by a local reformer, D. 
Bethune Duffield, entitled "Education, a State Duty, or, 
May the State Insist on the Education of Her Youth? and 
To What Extent Can She Go in this Direction?'' Like Mann, 
the speaker had no doubt that the benefits of universal 
education would outweigh the element of compulsion 
involved, and that this education should be essentially 
religious in its character.71 
If the State is injured by the rearing of immoral 
and lawless citizens, she has a right to protect 
herself against the evil; not alone by prison 
bars and the hangman's cord, but by striking at 
the root of the evil, and adopting preventive 
measures. The only effective way to stop the 
streams of pollution is to close and seal up the 
fountains whence they flow. The only way to 
protect children from barbarism and vice is to 
furnish them the blessing of religious 
instruction and the elements of knowledge . . .. 
Those who challenged such religious instruction as 
violating the Constitution misread its intention and 
would themselves create72 
just what the constitution forbids; viz., a 
sectarian establishment, consisting of schools, 
in which the tenets and dogmas of sect are 
taught; for Infidels and Deists are as much a 
sect as Presbyterians, Catholics, or Quakers. 
You-would then, by urging your objection, 
practically insist on having the mighty machinery 
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of this government--which recognizes and has ever 
recognized Christianity--employed, not for the 
enforcement indirectly of its simple doctrines, 
but in building up an establishment directly at 
war with all its heavenly precepts. You would 
trample under foot the constitutional rights of 
the great majority of the people, and establish 
over their heads a small minority sect of 
infidels and deists . . .. We desire neither 
the barrenness of infidelity, nor the dwarfing of 
sectarianism . . .. all who are Christians 
profess to adopt these great cardinal principles 
and precepts as the rule of their lives, no 
matter by what name they are known. 
As a final example of the intense interest which 
this question aroused among education reformers in this 
period, we note the debate which occurred before the same 
American Association for the Advancement of Education the 
previous year (1855), in New York. A resolution was 
offered to the effect that "'moral and religious 
instruction should form a prominent element in all our 
systems of public education,"' and the seconder "'thought 
it to be necessary in order that the public should know 
that the Association were not, as it had been sometimes 
feared, in favor of excluding the religious element from 
our systems of education.'' 73 Support was expressed by 
delegates from a number of states. One reported that he 
had found religious instruction in the chools at all 
levels in New York City; another noted that "'the State 
of Indiana had placed the Bible at the head of their 
text-books."' Massachusetts had just passed a law 
requiring the daily reading of the Bible in all schools, 
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while the sole delegate from the South Atlantic states 
reported that "they were beginning to feel that 
intellectual character is a curse, unless moral and 
religious education go with it." 
This chorus of support was interrupted by Episcopal 
Bishop Potter of Pennsylvania, who expressed concern over 
potential controversy. The essential was to ''place in 
every primary school a devout conscientious enlightened 
Christian heart;'' it was not dogmatic instruction but 
the daily example of such teachers which would do the 
job. "But you must recollect that they can only teach 
the ten commandments, the Lord's prayer, the Sermon on 
the Mount, and a few other similar passages, before they 
get over into the stoney region of polemics; God save 
the schools from that. (Applause)" He was afraid, he 
said later in the two-day debate, that 
affairs might take such a course that in ten 
years we should find the Protestants, the 
Catholics, and the unbelievers, all standing side 
by side, shoulder to shoulder, toppling that 
magnificent system (common schools) to its base; 
and if that time shall ever come I verily believe 
it will have been invoked by the excessive zeal 
and impatience of those wishing to introduce 
religious instruction in these schools. 
And on that note the resolution, though supported by most 
of those who spoke, was tabled. 74 
Beneath the discussion was a continual undercurrent 
of concern growing out of Catholic opposition to the 
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reading of the King James version of the Bible, in New 
Or leans as well as in New York and elsewhere. The new 
Massachusetts statute alluded to was in fact adopted as 
one of a series of anti-immigrant measures which helped 
to provoke the development of the parochial school 
system, as had similar developments earlier in New York 
City. 
This key debate brought into sharp focus, at the 
heart of the educational reform establishment, the 
difficulty of operating common schools with a deeply 
religious mission and character while at the same time 
avoiding all controversy over religion. The solution 
urged by Bishop Potter, that the teacher provide a deeply 
Christian example while avoiding the specifics of 
religious teaching, would increasingly be the 
rationalization adopted by education authorities anxious 
to gain the broadest possible support for the common 
school, particularly in the face of growing immigration. 
His confidence that more and more teachers would find it 
possible to read from the Bible because of the "growing 
spirit of piety throughout this land" was shared by many 
other Protestant leaders, and they were content to pursue 
a flexible policy of pressing at the local level for what 
seemed unwise to pursue as a uniform program. 
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SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DEBATES OVER COMMON SCHOOL RELIGION 
Despite the continually-announced concern of Mann 
and other education reformers to strengthen the religious 
mission of the common school, the evidence suggests that 
the actual practices of religious instruction, Bible-
reading, and prayer at the opening or closing of the 
school day were in decline throughout the nineteenth 
century. Perhaps the most comprehensive study is that of 
William Kailer Dunn (1958). Dunn cites a study of the 
textbooks in use, which found that religious themes were 
increasingly replaced by moral: 
the readers used in the colonies prior to 1775 
devoted 85% of the space to religion and 8% to 
morals; those between 1775 and 1825, 22% to 
religion and 28% to morals; those between 1825 
and 1875, 7.5% to religion and 23% to morals; and 
those between 1875 and 1915, only 1.5% to 
religion and 7% to morals. 
Dunn's exhaustive survey concludes that ''there was little 
in the textbook content by the time of the Civil War to 
give the public school child an understanding of natural 
theology, and even less of Christianity itself.'' 75 
The inadequate presentation of the role of religion 
in American life in textbooks, as noted in several recent 
studies, does not, then, reflect post-war aggression by 
"secular humanists" a lone, but a long-term avoidance of 
such controversial material. 76 
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It was not, according to Dunn, either concerns about 
the First Amendment or pressure by secularists which led 
to this purging of religious instruction from the 
schools. "The struggle over sectarianism and 
not hostility or indifference to religion as such mainly 
caused the decline of religious teaching.•• 77 
My own review of the controversies supports this 
conclusion; the remarks by Duffield, cited above, are 
the only mention of the United States Constitution that I 
found, and there seems to have been an almost universal 
conviction that schooling should have some form of 
religious character. It was not hostility to or 
avoidance of religion, understood in the most general 
terms, that fueled the debates of these decades. After 
all, it was an Episcopal bishop who, at the debate in 
1855, urged against taking a position on the specifics of 
religious teaching lest it cause controversy and a loss 
of support for the common school and its civilizing 
mission. 
Dunn seems to believe, however, that the problem was 
simply short-sighted bickering among religious leaders. 
This leads to his conclusion that the time had come 
(1958) to reopen the issue and to restore the tradition 
that "religion belongs" as part of the "American way of 
life" (his quotation marks), 78 taking care this time to 
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protect liberty of conscience more adequately. 
This interpretation fails to take into account the 
historical evidence that Dunn marshalls so thoroughly. 
After all, there was a continual chorus, by those in the 
leadership positions of American education, that religion 
was an essential part of the mission of the school. Is 
it credible to believe either that they were engaged in a 
vast conspiracy of insincerity, or that they were 
powerless to prevent the swift leaching away of something 
to which they attached so much importance? 
I suggest a simpler explanation: that although 
explicit religious instruction was increasingly removed 
from the common school, largely in an attempt to enroll 
and thus to assimilate the children of Catholic 
immigrants, the mission of the school itself became more 
rather than less truly "religious" over this period. 
The common school and the vision of American life 
that it embodied came to be vested with a religious 
seriousness and exaltation. It became the core 
institution of American society, the definer of meanings 
and the only way to higher life--spiritually as well as 
materially--for generations of immigrant and native-born 
children alike. In close alliance with but never 
subordinate to the Protestant churches, the common school 
occupied a ''sacred space" where its mission was beyond 
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debate and where to question it was a kind of blasphemy. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
The Opposition to Common School Religion 
OVERVIEW 
The initial objections to the character of "common 
school religion" were made by orthodox Protestants rather 
than by Catholics. They expressed concerns with the 
lack of instruction in the tenets of orthodox 
Christianity, and also with the religious teachings that 
were offered in their place by Mann and others whose 
conception of the mission of the common school was 
profoundly "religious". 
The objections raised were parallel to those of 
orthodox Christians in other countries where, during this 
period, an elite of educational reformers were creating 
''common schools'' intended to shape the hearts as well as 
the minds of the rising generation. Although the 
reformers in the United States, Prussia and other German 
States, the Netherlands, France and Great Britain were 
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keenly aware of each others' efforts, and kept in touch 
through visits as well as through correspondence, there 
is little evidence of similar linkages among their 
Protestant opponents or an awareness that they were not 
alone in their concerns. This was not the case with 
Catholics, given the strong European orientation of the 
emergent Catholic elite in the United States, and the 
resonance of the battles for ''Catholic freedom" and 
against the liberal State in one nation after another. 
Voices from within the "mainline" Protestantism of 
the nineteenth century opposing the "religious" mission 
of the common school as Horace Mann and his allies 
defined it were isolated, even prophetic; they saw 
implications and consequences that most of their fellow-
Protestants, concerned over the "Ca tho 1 ic threat," chose 
to deny. These voices seemed, indeed, to threaten the 
institution upon which Protestant hegemony most depended. 
Catholic opponents, on the other hand, were in the 
position of defending a group solidarity that the common 
school was explicitly intended to undermine. They were 
not isolated critics, but voices for an immigrant people 
that first found its voice, first became aware of its 
desire for solidarity in addressing this issue. The 
German and Irish Catholic immigration created--as we will 
see in the next chapter--the most extensive alternative 
to the common school; before that could occur, however, 
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it was controversies over the common school and its 
religious mission that made Catholics a self-conscious 
community and began their political mobilization. 
I. PROTESTANT OPPONENTS 
The Spirit of the Pilgrims 
The ''Second Great Awakening'' of the early years of 
the century reached Boston most visibly in the ministry 
of Lyman Beecher, who led a revival there in 1823 and was 
called to form a new orthodox congregation, the Hanover 
Street Church, in 1826. Beecher soon founded a monthly 
journal to serve "that portion of the community, usually 
denominated orthodox," The Spirit of the Pilgrims. In 
the initial issue (January 1828), Beecher made no apology 
for a frankly aggressive position toward the Unitarianism 
prevalent in elite Boston circles. After all, he 
argued, 
all the controversies with Unitarians, since the 
name was known in this country, have accelerated 
the progress of correct sentiments; have given 
strength, union and consistency to the orthodox 
with the result that there had been ''great accessions of 
numbers and strength to the body of orthodox Christians 
in Boston and the vicinity." 
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The orthodox, Beecher wrote, ''feel themselves to be 
the proper and legitimate representatives of their 
pilgrim fathers'' who, among other good qualities, had ''a 
true knowledge of human nature" [emphasis in the 
original]. As a result, "they tried no Utopian 
experiments." Nor did they shrink from controversy: 
There is not a single principle of civil liberty 
or of religious toleration, there is nothing 
virtuous or honorable among men, for which 
the Puritans were not obliged to contend against 
dangerous error 
The Spirit of the Pilgrims would continue that tradition, 
Beecher promised, and would include ''Remarks on public 
measures which have a bearing on the interests of 
religion and morality, and thus on the prosperity of the 
Redeemer's kingdom." 1 
Later the same year the journal turned to the topic 
of "christian education," in the promised spirit of 
honest controversy. "The natural state of children has 
commonly been mistaken by those who have written on this 
subject. It has been represented as a state of 
innocence and virtue," with the consequent 
misunderstanding that education was concerned primarily 
with preserving that innocence. The Christian parent, 
by contrast, had a realistic view of the ravages of sin 
in his children. 
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He is concerned for their respectability, 
usefulness, and happiness in the world; but much 
more for their eternal well being. He knows 
what they are by nature, and what they must be by 
grace; and although he cannot himself bestow 
converting grace, still he believes there is much 
which he can do for the promotion of their 
spiritual interests. 
After all, "if means are used for the conversion of 
adults, why not for the conversion of children?" This 
required "direct religious instruction. Children 
should be made, if possible, to see and feel that 
they are sinners, involved in guilt and ruin ... 
The truths to be urged upon the minds of children 
are, not the abstrusities of religion, but the 
plainest and most important doctrines of the 
Gospel. These should be urged with the utmost 
simplicity, so that they may be understood; and 
with a degree of tenderness and affection, which 
can hardly fail to convince those to whom they 
are addressed that they are intended for their 
benefit. They should be urged also in a way to 
engage the attention of children, and to interest 
their feelings. They should be made as little 
repulsive and wearisome as possible. 
In short, orthodox Christian doctrine should be taught in 
a way consistent with the new "romantic'' concern for the 
capacities and feelings of children.2 There are clear 
parallels to the pedagogy pioneered by German pietists 
at Halle in the previous century, to which ironically the 
Unitarian educational reformers could also have traced 
much of their inspiration. 
One of the latter, Harvard divinity professor Henry 
Ware, Jr., was the target of a critical review several 
years later. His book On the Formation of the Christian 
-- --- -- ---
Character was accused of leading to ''that sentimentality 
385 
which is a popular substitute for true religion," and of 
misleading the unsophisticated ''by interweaving Orthodox 
terms into his composition" and thus giving it "a savour 
of evangelical piety."3 
How affecting it is to find that the book 
provides no Saviour from this wrath to come but 
moral culture. .. The sinner is directed to 
be a philosopher, and by retiring into himself 
and forming good resolutions, to fix the 
religious principle deeply, and attain to a 
spiritual mind .... The sublime contemplation 
of God is not religion; nor the philosophical 
admiration of the character of Jesus; nor the 
sentimental love of virtue, more properly called 
pride of character. . .. we are directed to ask 
for blessing because Christ was the founder of 
our religion. This is like feeding on dew. 
This religion is too scholastic and subtile to 
reclaim a lost world to God. 
Here we see anticipated the objections that orthodox 
Protestants would make to the religious mission of the 
common school as it was described a few years later by 
Horace Mann and his allies. A religion without 
salvation, a religion of moral exhortation and 
sentimental images, was appealing to an educated elite 
confident of its own mastery and of the nation's 
inevitable progress, but it bore little relation to the 
powerful revival impulses that were shaping American 
Protestantism. 
It should be clear that this was a theological 
objection, not a concern to prevent popular 
enlightennment or social change; indeed, Beecher's 
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introductory statement of mission in 1828 stressed that 
one of the "grandest objects'' of the Pilgrims had been to 
make "provision for universal education." What he 
objected to in Ware and other religious liberals was the 
removal of sin and redemption from the very center of the 
religious view of life; schooling which made this error 
could only be a ''moral culture" in some ways worse--
because misleading--than nothing. 
The Orthodox Presbyterians 
Lyman Beecher considered himself fully orthodox and 
even Calvinist, but the logic of the "revival system"--
with its emphasis upon human decision and thus free 
will--led him into theological compromises with the 
optimistic spirit of his age. He was in fact to be the 
object of a celebrated heresy trial within the 
Presbyterian Church, gleefully reported by the Unitarian 
Christian Examiner, and his children drifted even further 
into such compromises [although a Congregationalist in 
background, Beecher came under Presbyterian discipline 
when he relocated to Ohio, under an inter-church 
agreement dividing up spheres of influence]. As we will 
see when considering the scattered Protestant voices 
calling for sectarian schools in which orthodox 
Christianity could be taught, Beecher shared many of the 
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nation-building objectives for education of Mann and the 
other reformers, and thus helped to prepare the way for 
the triumph of the common school. 
This was not the case with his opponents within the 
Presbyterian Church; the most orthodox wing had grave 
concerns about ''common school religion''. Princeton 
divinity professor Charles Hodge wrote, in 1828, 4 that 
Unless some plan can be adopted of introducing 
religion into the common schools, we must consent 
to see a large portion of our population growing 
up in ignorance of the first principles of moral 
and religious truth. 
Three years later he wrote that ''it should be a constant 
object with the friends of religion, to try to secure a 
religious character to the instructions of the common 
school." Addressing the American Sunday School Union in 
1833, he charged that, when the Bible was excluded from 
schools, children were brought up under the influence of 
"heathen minds and models."5 
Such statements were common enough among the 
contemporary education reformers, but Hodge meant 
something very different than they did when he called for 
''religion'' in the schools. He made this clear in an 
article in the Princeton Re~iew in 1846, observing that 
the mingling of students in the common school required a 
"standard of doctrine'' unobjectionable to the ''lowest and 
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loosest sects'' to prevent an ''outcry about 
religious liberty and the union of Church and State''. 
The inevitable consequence was that ''the whole system is 
in the hands of men of the world, in many of our states, 
and is avowedly secular;" such a system ''cannot be 
neutral, and in fact is not neutral. The people 
will never submit with their eyes open to a merely 
secular, which is another name for an irreligious, 
godless education."6 
Hodge saw clearly that the issue of the content of 
religious instruction in schools was tied to a structural 
issue. As he observed in the same article, in a passage 
that would be quoted at length by Matthew Hale Smith in 
his controversy with Horace Mann later that year, 7 
What right has the State, a majority of the 
people, or a mere clique, which in fact commonly 
control such matters, to say what shall be taught 
in schools which the people sustain? What more 
right have they to say that no religion shall be 
taught, than they have to say that Popery shall 
be taught? Or what right have the people in one 
part, to control the wishes and convictions of 
those of another part of the State, as to the 
education of their own children? If the people 
of a particular district choose to have a school 
in which the Westminster or the Heidelberg 
catechism is taught, we cannot see on what 
principle of religious liberty the State has a 
right to interfere, and say it shall not be done; 
if you teach your religion, you shall not draw 
your own money from the public fund! This 
appears to us a strange doctrine in a free 
country unjust and tyrannical, as well as 
infidel in its whole tendency. 
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Hodge's view was shared by many of his fellow-
Presbyterians, and a brief effort was made to establish a 
system of Presbyterian elementary schools that would 
provide explicitly orthodox religious teaching: as we 
will see in the next chapter, this effort collapsed under 
the perceived threat of the schools which immigrant 
Catholics actually were establishing. 
Frederick Packard 
Frederick A. Packard, although officially a 
Congregationalist, was associated with the orthodox 
Presbyterian position and wrote for Hodge's Princeton 
---------
Review. Packard served as editor of publications for 
the American Sunday School Union, based in Philadelphia. 
This organization was one of the bright lights of the 
"evangelical united front'' of the ante-bellum period, and 
was "non-sectarian" in the sense that its board of review 
for publications included (in 1838) two Methodists, two 
Baptists, two Episcopalians, and two Presbyterians--
though no Unitarians or Universalists! In an article 
reliably attributed to him, and written before the Board 
of Education was set up in 1837, Packard stressed his 
support for public schools in which teachers would bring 
to bear "the great truths of Christianity ... on the 
minds and hearts" of the pupils8 
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so that while, on the one hand, the school should 
be protected from the evils of bigotry, 
sectarianism, and fanaticism, it shall be 
secured, on the other, against the equally 
destruti ve inf 1 uence of a heart less, intolerant 
infidelity. For it should never be forgotten 
that, in the present blindness and madness of the 
human heart, infidelity will always compromise 
with truth on the basis of mutual forebearance. 
She knows her position too well to refuse a 
treaty on those terms; and we ought to know ours 
too well to propose or accept it. 
Packard wrote to the recently-appointed Mann in 
March 1838, inquiring whether one of his books could be 
included in the "district school libraries" which Mann 
was encouraging. Mann wrote in his journal that he 
would ''rather no District Library should ever be formed, 
than to have them, if they must be composed of such books 
as that." 9 To Packard he wrotelO 
The book would be in the highest degree offensive 
to the Universalists. many if not most 
of them would rather see the whole system 
abolished than to have such a book introduced. 
The who 1 e scope and tenor of the book wou 1 d 
ill accord with the views of Unitarians 
the book would shock the moral & religious 
feelings of a large portion of our community. 
Many of our people believe that affection 
and love of God is a far higher and more 
desirable feeling to inspire than blind 
obedience, and that the book forgets the higher 
in urging the lower state of mind. There 
is scarcely anything in the book which presents 
the character of God in an amiable or lovely 
aspect. the whole book proceeds upon the 
ground, that children have a natural 
disinclination to love what is good & to hearken 
to what is wise in their maker ... 
The book proposed by Packard, Abbott's The Child at 
-- ----
Home, placed a strong emphasis upon the final judgment as 
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a sanction against misbehavior, with the possibility of 
ultimate condemnation for sins not repented of. Packard 
responded promptly, asking how ''the principles of piety 
[can] be taught intelligibly without constant reference 
to the character of God and to the provisions and 
sanctions of His law as revealed in the Holy 
Scriptures?"ll Since the Massachusetts Constitution 
required that schools inculcate the "principles of 
piety,'' it was essential that the law requiring the 
exclusion of sectarian teaching from the books provided 
by school committees not be interpreted to exclude the 
most basic doctrines of Christianity as to sin and 
sa 1 vat ion. After all, he must have thought, his 
organization was itself non-sectarian. 
Mann's reply to this letter took the position that 
morality is to be promoted by pointing out the "sources 
of happiness'' in following the course of duty; sin was a 
form of ignorance rather than of rebellion against God. 
Packard had argued that the awareness of the consequences 
of sin in this life were not sufficiently great or 
inevitable to enforce moral behavior. "And why?" Mann 
asked, 
Not as I believe from any mistake or oversight in 
the original constitution of man, nor from any 
love of error or wrong, into which they have 
since fallen, but because the earthly portion of 
their natures is highly cultivated, while their 
moral and religious sentiments are mainly 
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neglected. The whole moral nature is left 
almost a waste, & the sublime pleasures which 
attend its activity are not known, & instead of 
cultivating the religious nature, all effort is 
expended upon the inculcation of doctrines and 
creeds 
Thus religion consists essentially of an educative 
process--the development of moral and religious 
sentiments--and education itself is essentially 
religious. 12 As for the content of religious 
instruction, it should be limited, as Mann wrote to 
Packard 1n July 1838, to "the Religion of Heaven," 
consisting of those doctrines upon which all could 
agree. 13 
What Mann did not appear to appreciate was that his 
original premise was itself unacceptable to those who 
believed that the sinfulness of human nature required 
conversion and redemption by God's intervention as a 
necessary prelude to the educative process of 
sanctification. Packard asked, in a further letter, 
''who but men are to determine what is 'the religion of 
heaven?' Does it include the holiness of God, the 
corruption of the human heart--the sacrifice of Christ 
for sin--the eternal punishment of the finally impenitent 
&c &c? No, you will say, these belong to the 'creeds of 
men" & must be postponed until the pupil's mind is 
sufficiently matured to weigh evidence and argument.•• 14 
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Packard continued his attack on Mann in a long 
article appearing in the Princeton Re~iew in July 1841. 15 
Noting that educational reform was attracting tremendous 
attention, he insisted that the essential question that 
must be answered first was 
not after what order we shall build an 
inconceivably vast and expensive structure for 
the security and happiness of unborn myriads, but 
whether it shall be founded on a rock or on the 
sand. 
He reviewed recent developments at the state level 
in Pennsylvania, New York and Massachusetts, 16 and 
charged that 
the compromising system now prevalent in our 
country is the most unchristian thing that is to 
be found on the earth. In the mixed schools of 
other Christian countries, the essential 
doctrines of our common faith are honourably 
recognized--in ours they are contemptuously set 
aside. 
Discussing a recent New York State report, 17 Packard 
suggested that 
the doctrine is that the right of rejecting all 
religions must be respected as an element of 
religious liberty, and that the compulsory 
recognition of any [particular] religion is an 
invasion of that liberty. A close 
comparison of these sentiments, with those we 
have drawn from the reports of the Massachusetts 
Boards, shows clearly that these two states, 
which are regarded as taking the lead on 
educational subjects, have virtually discarded 
the Christian religion, and all inculcation of 
its doctrines, from the course of public 
instruction. 
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The problem was in fact directly related to an 
increasing state role, based upon the concern, by a 
reforming elite, to use what until then had been a highly 
localized system of district schools as a means of 
forging a new social unity. Common schools would mold 
citizens who would share common loyalties and beliefs, 
free of the divisive sectarian convictions which, they 
believed, were accountable for the misery of human 
history. Packard spoke for those who did not accept 
this agenda: 
we most earnestly protest against the doctrines 
which appear to find favour in some of our oldest 
and most influential states, and those states in 
which the machinery of education seems to be most 
expressly and efficiently in motion. We 
protest against the interference of the 
government with the matter and manner of 
instruction, and especially against annexing any 
condition to its grants, that shall affect in 
the slightest degree the independence of the 
whole district or of the teacher whom they 
employ--and least of all on the subject of 
religious instruction. 
In short, he was not calling for a State-imposed 
orthodoxy in public schools, but for local freedom to 
provide orthodox religious instruction in those areas 
where that reflected the desires of parents. 18 In the 
context of Massachusetts, this would have meant 
essentially that schools in the central and western parts 
of the state--the more rural areas--would not have been 
controlled by the religious liberalism of the Boston 
area. On the other hand, Packard did not acknowledge 
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the difficulty that Mann never wearied of stressing, that 
religious teaching could become a matter of local 
conflict in those communities in which orthodox 
denominations coexisted with Unitarians or Universalists. 
Matthew Hale Smith 
Another critic to whom Mann replied repeatedly and 
at length was Universalist-turned-Calvinist Matthew Hale 
Smith. Smith's objections were in fact more 
sophisticated and far-reaching than those raised by 
Packard. He entered the fray with a sermon preached 
before an orthodox congregation in Boston and promptly 
published, called "The Ark of God on a New Cart: 
Increase of Intemperance, Crime and Juvenile Depravity--
Its Cause and Cure,'' in October 1846.19 Smith's text 
was taken from the episode in II Samuel 6, when the ark 
containing sacred relics was placed upon a cart rather 
than being carried, as had been prescribed by Moses; as 
a result, one of those involved was killed by fire from 
heaven. Smith pointed out that "his motive may have 
been good, but a right thing must not be done in a wrong 
way. So this history, so all experience, teach." 
Juvenile delinquency and street crime were on the 
increase in Boston, Smith observed, and the reason was 
that the right thing--education--was being done in the 
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wrong way. 
Modern reformers have taken the education of 
youth under their special care. Men, wise above 
that which is written [that is, the Bible], have 
made common schools the theatre of their 
experiments and labors. We ask not that 
religion shall be sustained by the law; but we 
do ask that impiety and irreligion shall not be 
supported by the state. When religious and 
inte llectua 1 culture are divorced, is it strange 
that we have a harvest of crime? 
The Massachusetts Board of Education had fostered this 
divorce in two ways: 
l. By allowing an individual [Mann]. under the 
sanction of its authority, to disseminate through 
the land crude and destructive principles, 
principles believed to be at war with the Bible 
and with the best interests of the young for time 
and eternity. 2. By a library which 
excludes books as sectarian that inculcate 
truths, which nine-tenths of professed Christians 
of all names believe, while it accepts others 
that inculcate the most deadly heresy--even 
universal salvation. 
Smith was answered promptly by William B. Fowle, one 
of Mann's closest allies and the publisher of his Common 
School Journal. 
------ -------
Referring to Smith's sermon as a 
''tissue of impudence and ignorance," Fowle sought to 
refute it by pointing out that the Bible was read 
regularly in most Massachusetts schools, and that the 
rna j or i ty of the members of the Board were orthodox 
Protestants. The author of the sermon deserved, Fowle 
wrote in a lapse of the ''tolerance" that he ordinarily 
professed, to suffer capital punishment for ''such 
wholesale calumny" and "falsehood". 20 
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Smith is not an especially attractive figure and he 
has been treated by the historians scarcely more 
sympathetically than he was by Fowle, but in fact his 
objections were quite justified from his orthodox 
perspective, and Fowle had not answered them. It was 
not the act of reading the Bible in school (after all, 
even Unitarians professed reverence for the ''sublime 
truths'' found in Scripture) but teaching about sin and 
salvation that would have satisfied Smith. This was 
made clear in a instructive enchange which followed 
between Mann and Smith. In a complaining letter, Mann 
argued that "the whole influence of the Board of 
Education, from the day of its organization to the 
present time, has been to promote and encourage, and, 
whenever they have had any power, as in the case of the 
Normal [teacher training] Schools, to direct the daily 
use of the Bible in school." 
Smith wrote back promptly, asking Mann to state 
clearly (.!_!!_!_~!:_ ~ll~l whether he was in favor of the use 
of the whole Bib 1 e, "the Law, the Prophets, the Psa 1 ms, 
the New Testament. I suppose you to be willing that 
parts shall be read. But are you in favor of the whole 
Bible as a school book?" In addition, Smith wrote, he 
understood that with respect to religious instruction 
Mann would "rule out as far as you have power truths and 
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sanctions which nine tenths of professing Christians 
believe essential to sound morals and an honest life, no 
less than to the salvation of the soul. If you are in 
favor of religious instruction in schools, will you 
please state what you mean by that term .. ?•• 21 
Mann's reply consisted primarily of an attack on 
Smith for not answering his criticisms of the original 
ser man. As to the points at issue, he gave 
characteristically evasive answers. His published 
writings showed conclusively, he wrote, ''that it is my 
belief that the Bible makes known to us the rule of life, 
and the means of salvation, and that it is my wish (I 
have no authority in the matter) that it should continue 
to be used in our schools.'' We know from Mann's 
journals and private correspondence, in fact, that he 
understood "the means of salvation" as being the pursuit 
of ever-higher ideals, such as were exemplified in the 
life and teaching of Jesus, not faith in the latter as 
Savior. 
Mann did not answer whether he favored the use of 
those portions of the Bible which were repellent to his 
fellow-Unitarians, those that stressed the condemnation 
of unrepentant sinners, for example. His posi_tion on 
this was in fact very much parallel to that of his 
contemporary in liberal school reform in the Netherlands, 
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Petrus Hofstede de Groot, who argued that candidates for 
ministry should be allowed to interpret their oath to 
uphold the teaching of the Reformed Church ''as it is 
revealed in Scripture," to mean "to the extent that it is 
supported by Scripture,'' thus allowing each candidate to 
decide for himself what was truly biblical. 
To the second question, Mann replied that he was ''in 
favor of religious instruction in our schools, to the 
extremest verge to which it can be carried without 
invading those rights of conscience which are established 
by the laws of God, and guaranteed to us by the 
Constitution of the State." He did not, however, fall 
into Smith's trap of specifying what content this would 
include, nor did he explain why there was a right of 
conscience not to be exposed to orthodox teaching, but no 
such right (apparently) to be protected from religious 
teaching directly contrary to the orthodox position. 
Smith returned to the attack against his elusive 
opponent in a further published letter, charging that "No 
plan can so effectually get the Bible, ultimately, out of 
Common Schools, as that which rejects a part as not true, 
and another part as not fit to be read. Those 
who believe and so teach, are displacing the Bible for 
human codes of ethics." As to religious instruction, 
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You decline to define a term you are using 
frequently. You are willing, you say, religion 
should be taught in schools; but what you mean 
by religion, you will not define. The 
[Massachusetts l Constitution commands that "the 
Principles of Piety'' shall be taught in schools. 
Certain views that you entertain, you call 
religion, or "piety". These you allow to be 
taught in schools. You enforce them in your 
lectures, reports, and Journal. Those which 
clash with your particular views, you reject as 
"dogmatic theology," or "sectarian ism." By what 
authority do you settle those grave and important 
questions for every town and school district in 
Massachusetts? You substitute, as far as 
you have influence, for the principles of piety 
allowed by the Constitution, nothing above, 
nothing more than Deism, bald and blank. This I 
am prepared to show from what you publish, from 
what you admit. you teach the native 
purity of the heart. A little scum is on the 
surface, but it is all right, all sound at the 
bottom. What to us, then, is the Redemption of 
Christ, if men are not dead in sin? those 
who are influenced by German Transcendentalism, 
which begins by denying the Scripture doctrine of 
human depravity, and ends by asserting the 
perfectability of man, without God--without 
grace--may also respond, of no necessity. But 
there is a religious pulsation in Massachusetts, 
yet. The yoke our fathers would not 
bear--the yoke of Infidelity, allied to State 
dogmatic theology, in any form--the children will 
not wear. 
Smith saw more clearly than did most of the other 
critics that Mann and his allies were promoting an 
educational program with a distinctively religious 
emphasis. He also saw, as did Packard, that this 
represented a new form of religious establishment--''State 
dogmatic theology." He attempted to turn against Mann 
his own language about "dogmatism" by demanding that "the 
dogmatism of unbelief" be kept out of the schools. 22 
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The next year, in a further salvo,23 he made clear that 
I have not accused Mr. Mann of being opposed to 
what he calls religion in schools. On the 
contrary, I charge him with being a dogmatist--a 
sectarian, zealous amd confident, as all 
sectarians are. I have accused him, and do 
accuse him, of deciding what those "principles of 
piety'' are, which the Constitution demands to be 
taught in schools 
The "Witness" Controversy and Episcopalians 
Episcopalian leaders were generally supporters of 
the common school, but Horace Mann was to experience some 
of the sharpest attacks upon his interpretation of the 
religious mission of the school from this denomination. 
The issue had first surfaced at the national church level 
in 1838, when the journal ~h~~~h~~~ printed extensive 
extracts from Calvin Stowe's reports on Prussian 
elementary schools. The next year a short-lived journal 
attempted to arouse interest within the denomination to 
its responsibility for the education of its children, 
urging that ''it is now generally conceded that the morals 
of children are not improved by their attendance at 
schoo 1. we should be driven to the conclusion that 
education is favorable to vice.'' 24 
One of the original members of Horace Mann's Board 
of Education in Massachusetts was an Episcopalian banker 
from Pittsfield, Edward Newton. Newton was the only 
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one of the Board to resign in protest against Mann's 
policy on religious teaching in the common school, and he 
launched a controversy in the pages of the~.!.!!:!~~~. the 
diocesan periodical, edited by Roxbury minister Mark 
DeWolfe Howe. Mann counterattacked with characteristic 
vigor, and others joined in through a variety of 
periodicals. 
The occasion for Newton's article was reports of the 
argument made by Daniel Webster before the Supreme Court 
in February 1844 in the celebrated Girard College case, 
an attempt by the heirs of Stephen Girard of Philadelphia 
to set aside his will, under which he left two million 
dollars to endow a boarding school for white orphan boys. 
The trustees were to have complete parental authority 
over the students, who were not to leave the facilities 
unti 1, at between fourteen and eighteen, they were 
apprenticed in some occupation. The free-thinking 
Girard provided that no ministers could set foot in the 
school, and noted that 
as there is such a diversity of opinion among 
[the "sects"], I desire to keep the tender minds 
of the orphans free from the excitement 
which clashing doctrines and sectarian 
controversy are so apt to produce; my desire is, 
that a 11 the instuctors and teachers in the 
college shall take pains to instill into the 
minds of the scholars the purest principles of 
morality, so that on their entrance into active 
life they may from inclination and habit, evince 
benevolence towards their fellow-creatures, and a 
love of truth, sobriety, and industry, adopting 
at the same time such religious tenets as their 
403 
matured reason may enable them to prefer. 
In short, Girard intended to set up a "total institution'' 
capable of molding rational, virtuous beings, 
uncontaminated by the superstitions and prejudices which 
he no doubt believed had always afflicted mankind;25 a 
project very much in the spirit of the eighteenth century 
Enlightenment, which looked enviously at the convent 
education to which the Catholic Church, supposedly, owed 
its continuing power. 
In an argument that had nationwide resonance at the 
time, Webster asserted that the orphans "were to be left 
entirely to the tender mercies of those who will try upon 
them this experiment of moral philosophy or philosophical 
morality." This was itself a sectarian project, Webster 
argued, and derogatory because based upon the rejection 
of Christianity.26 
It is all idle, it is a mockery, and an insult to 
common sense, to maintain that a school for the 
instruction of youth, from which Christian 
instruction by Christian teachers is sedulously 
and rigorously shut out, is not deistical and 
infidel both in its purpose and its tendency. 
In what age, by what sect, where, when, by 
whom, has religious truth been excluded from the 
education of youth? Nowhere; never. 
Everywhere, and at all times, it has been, and 
is, regarded as essential. It is of the 
essence, the vitality. of useful instruction. 
The earliest and the most urgent 
intellectual want of human nature is the 
knowledge of its origin, its duty, and its 
destiny. if a man die, shall he live again? 
And that question nothing but God, and the 
religion of God, can solve. Religion does solve 
it, and teaches every man that he is to 1 i ve 
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again, and that the duties of this life have 
reference to the life which is to come. 
As for the argument that the multiplicity of 
Christian denominations, "persecuting when strong, 
tolerant when weak, hating each other in the name of the 
God of peace," was a scandal from which children should 
be protected--a favorite theme of Mann and his allies--
Webster dismissed this as "the universal cant" of "all 
the lower and more vulgar schools of infidelity 
throughout the world;"' 
this objection to the multi tude and differences 
of sects is but the old story, the old infidel 
argument. It is notorious that there are 
certain great religious truths which are admitted 
and believed by all Christians. cannot 
all these great truths be taught to children 
without their minds being perplexed with clashing 
doctrines and sectarian controversies? Most 
certainly they can. How have they done 
in the schools of New England? There 
the great elements of Christian truth are taught 
in every school. The Scriptures are read, their 
authority taught and enforced, their evidences 
explained, and prayers usually offered. 
By contrast, Webster argued, the supposed ''neutrality'' 
which was to prevail at Girard College would be nothing 
of the sort. 27 
It has been said that there was no 
teaching against religion or Christianity in the 
sys tern. I deny it. The chi 1 dren are 
to learn to be suspicious of Christianity 
and religion; to keep clear of it They 
are to be told and taught that religion is not a 
matter of the heart or conscience, but for the 
decision of the cool judgment of mature years; 
that at a period when the whole Christian world 
deem it most desirable to instil the chastening 
influences of Christianity into the tender and 
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comparatively pure mind and heart of the child. 
Webster was not himself an active participant--
beyond this one case--in the debates over the place and 
character of religion in education, but the authority 
that he enjoyed, especially in New England, was such that 
a challenge in his name could not be taken lightly by 
Horace Mann, even if it had been his nature to accept any 
criticism meekly. In addition, the Girard College case 
provided a particularly clear example of what some feared 
would be the nature of every school under a system which 
rejected "sectarian" Christianity. Thus Episcopal 
Bishop White of Pennsylvania charged, 28 in connection 
with the proposed Girard College, that 
modern times have multiplied those pests of 
society who, under the profession of 
schoolmasters, lose no opportunities of infusing 
their poison of infidelity into unsuspicious 
minds. no one, acquainted with human 
nature, will believe that such instructors, in 
teaching, will find reluctance to the guarding of 
their pupils against the religious truths which 
will be addressed to them on their entrance into 
social life, resolving what they will hear into 
popular fable and superstition, which it is now 
high time to lay aside. 
Edward Newton lost no time in applying Webster's 
arguments to the situation in Massachusetts, publishing 
his charges on February 23rd, 1844. This initial salvo 
consisted largely of reprinting four paragraphs of a 
newspaper account of Webster's speech, preceded by the 
question, "Can any one tell wherein the system of Mr. 
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Girard, and the present system of our 'Board of 
Education,' or rather of its Secretary, differs; or 
where the essential line of agreement varies?" 29 
Two weeks later the editor of The Christian Witness, 
Mark DeWolfe Howe, responded to criticism from Mann about 
the "suggestive query.'' It was true, Howe conceded, 
that the Board had not discouraged the use of the Bible, 
or the involvement of the clergy on school committees, or 
the teaching of religion, provided it was non-sectarian. 
The author of the query had pointed out, however, that 
the effect was very much similar to that intended by 
Girard: 30 
as all the teaching of what Orthodox men hold to 
be the doctrines of grace is excluded in the 
books furnished [to the student] to read, he may 
not, if the child of wicked, or indifferent, or 
ignorant parents, or guardians, ever truly know 
what is necessary to his salvation. 
Howe went on to quote from the report of the Committee on 
Education of the Massachusetts legislature, several years 
previously, opposing the effort of the Board to create 
school libraries of approved texts, as a means of 
''moulding the sentiments of the rising generation.'' 3l 
Even though assurance had been given that the books 
selected would be free from sectarian material, the 
Committee had pointed out that 
a book upon politics, morals, or religion, 
containing no party or sectarian views, will be 
apt to contain no distinct views of any kind, and 
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will be likely to leave the mind in a state of 
doubt and skepticism, much more to be deplored 
than any party or sectarian bias. 
A week later the ~i!Q~~~ returned to the issue by 
reprinting with expressions of approval a paragraph from 
~h~ ~h~i~!i~Q 8~il~£!Q~, a Baptist paper. 32 The 
Reflector asked, 
is it not true that many of our teachers dare 
not, or do not venture to give any instruction 
whatever; that they never come nearer to it than 
the simplest principles of morality? But our 
fathers thought, and our statesmen affirm, that 
morality cannot be taught effectually without 
religion. 
At the end of March the ~i!Q~~~ printed a long 
second letter from Mann, warning against sectarianism in 
the common school and arguing that in fact there had been 
a significant increase in the religious effectiveness of 
schools since he and the Board had been at work.33 
Allow our schools to become nurseries of 
proselytism,--battle-grounds where each 
contending sect shall fight for the propagation 
of its own faith,--and how long would it be, 
before we should have schools for the Come-
outers, for the Miller i tes, and the Mormoni tes? 
How long, before one portion of the children 
would be sent to school in their "ascension 
robes,'' and before another portion, instead of 
the Bible, would carry a Catechism, whose first 
doctrine would be that "God is the Lord, and 
Joseph Smith is his prophet''? The Bible 
is more universally read in [the schools than 
before the Board was established, in 1837]; 
thirty fold more of instruction in morality and 
in religious truth is given in them than was 
given seven years ago. 
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The response is typical of Mann's controversial style as 
well as of what there is every reason to believe were his 
sincere convictions: imputing the worst motivations to 
his orthodox opponents, carrying to ridiculous lengths 
the dangers of sectarianism, and making the unproveable 
claim that his efforts had resulted in a far greater 
concern for the teaching of ''religious truth'' in schools. 
Mann stated again and again that he wished to increase 
the amount of such teaching; in his mind, of course, 
''religious truth'' excluded the orthodox Christian 
doctrines. 
Editor Howe printed, with Mann's long letter, an 
extended comment of his own.3 4 Mann had dragged in a 
variety of unreal issues, he wrote, but the Witness would 
not 
be diverted from the great question, whether the 
exclusion of what is distinctive in Christianity, 
as a way of salvation, from our public schools, 
be not an unchristian measure which orthodox 
Christians ought to observe and think of. 
You can learn what the Hon. gentleman regards as 
unsectarian religion, by recurring to his own 
description of what he thinks suitable to be 
taught They are very well so far as they 
go; they are important to the social uprightness 
and welfare of man, but they leave untouched what 
we, and all Orthodox Christians esteem the 
essentials of Christianity,--the way of salvation 
by Jesus Christ. of what particular sect 
does it favor the tenets, to teach that "God was 
in Christ reconciling the world unto himself," 
that ''we are by nature children of wrath," that 
''the blood of Jesus Christ cleanseth from all 
sin," and that "by grace we are saved through 
faith"? Are these truths, which are the sum and 
substance of the gospel, distinctive of any 
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"particular sect"? No. thank God, they are the 
common ground of the great body ''who profess and 
call themselves Christians". 
In a response which the Witness declined to publish, 
but which was carried in the Boston Courier, Mann made an 
unanswerable argument, given the assumption that the 
common school would provide a common instruction to all 
students: who would select the teachers who would teach 
"the way of salvation"? And if some official screening 
process were established to assure the orthodoxy of those 
doing this sensitive teaching, "will you be so good as to 
tell me wherein your 'system' will 'differ' from an 
established religion!'' 35 Given Mann's conviction that 
the schools must be centrally and uniformly guided and 
shaped, logic was on his side in arguing from the 
difficulty of positive religious instruction. America 
had long since rejected the idea of a single state-
prescribed religious orthodoxy in its churches, and there 
was no practical way to provide this in schools. Mann 
was on more solid ground here than when he attempted to 
demonstrate that the form of ''religion'' that could be 
taught in common schools was in fact the highest and 
best. 
Mann's opponents differed with him not only about 
theology but also about how society should provide 
education for its children. This had been clear in the 
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report of the Committee on Education four years earlier, 
and it was clear in Edward Newton's reply, again in the 
Witness (May 17th) to Mann's letters.36 Newton wrote: 
we do not need this central, all-absorbing power; 
it is anti-republican in all its bearings, well 
adapted, perhaps, to Prussia and other European 
despotisms, but not wanted here. All that we 
require is wise general laws, dependent for their 
execution on the virtue and interest of the 
people, leaving to the various sects the matter 
of watching against the improper encroachments of 
each other, experience having shown that they 
will be abundantly vigilant. 
Like Hodge, Packard, and Smith, Newton saw that the 
possibility of orthodox teaching was bound up with local 
control of the content of schooling, and believed that a 
process of accommodation and mutual limitation would 
prevent the excesses that Mann predicted so vividly. 
The American Bible Society 
We have reviewed the forceful and often very cogent 
arguments brought forward by Mann's orthodox Protestant 
opponents. As they frequently observed, they 
represented at least the nominal beliefs of the majority 
of citizens. This was a period of rapid growth among 
the "evangelical'' denominations, of frequent revival 
enthusiasm, and of self-confidence, by Protestant 
leaders, that they spoke for the nation. The question 
naturally arises, how were Mann and his allies able to 
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impose their own vision of the common school and its 
religious mission upon the nation? 
Part of the answer lies in Mann's own extraordinary 
skills as a controversialist. He was able to position 
himself as a stalwart advocate of the use of the Bible 
and the teaching of religion in common schools, and to 
characterize his opponents as narrow, bigoted sectaries. 
The position of the American Bible Society, an 
unquestionably evangelical though non-sectarian 
organization, during this period gives an indication of 
why Mann was able to isolate Smith and other critics. 
At the Twenty-third Anniversary of the Society, in 
1839,3 7 Presbyterian minister Robert J. Breckinridge 
charged that 
It is to be feared that many who call themselves 
the friends of education are totally opposed to 
all religious influence either in the school or 
the community. manifestly there can be no 
union of effort between those friends of 
education who exclude from their system all moral 
training, and those who make conscience of taking 
the Bible to school with them; and the sooner 
the question is made between them at the bar of 
the public, the better for the country; for the 
question between them is no less than this, 
Whether the education of a religious people shall 
be subject to an infidel or a christian control? 
strifes and divisions are the price we pay 
for all that is precious in a sinful world. 
Mann managed to align himself among those supporting 
moral training and the use of the Bible in the common 
school. Thus he could have seconded the sentiments of 
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John W. Yeomans, president of LaFayette College in 
Pennsylvania, at an American Bible Society convention two 
years later:3 8 
We have a theory of education which contemplates 
the universal instruction of the people. 
it awakens sad apprehensions to hear of high 
examples in which the Holy Scriptures are 
rejected as a book for daily use in schools. 
Can we countenance a plan of education which 
excludes the Scriptures? Will a christian 
people tolerate a system which keeps God out of 
all the thoughts of the young; and which sets up 
a virtue opposed to Christian holiness, or beside 
it, as the aim and perfection of the moral man? 
Or the resolution of John Thompson of Poughkeepsie, 
seconded by John Tappan of Boston, adopted by the 
convention of 1842:39 
That the growing disposition manifested of late 
to use the Bible as a leading-book in common 
schools is an auspicious omen to our country. 
It was only when someone like Matthew Hale Smith or 
Charles Hodge pressed his position more closely that it 
became clear, to them at least, that Mann meant something 
very different by ''religious instruction'' than did most 
Americans, and that the use of the Bible by itself would 
not assure orthodox religious teaching. 
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II. ROMAN CATHOLIC OPPONENTS 
The objections of Roman Catholics to the public 
common schools shifted ground during the ante-bellum 
period. At first, the primary objection was to the 
allegedly Protestant character of the schools (however 
much orthodox Protestants might have objected to that 
description) while subsequently, as the first objection 
was met by removing religious practices, it was replaced 
by the criticism that the schools were "Godless''. 
This shift naturally led to charges that Catholic 
leadership was hypocritically determined to destroy the 
common schools on any pretext, in order to preserve their 
own authority over the hapless immigrant. There was 
little inclination, among the elite groups who were the 
primary supporters of the common school, to listen 
sympathetically to the reasons given by Catholics for 
their position. Orthodox Protestants themselves did not 
appear to notice how close Catholic objections were to 
their own, so convinced were they that "popery" was 
distantly if at all related to Christianity. In this 
Charles Hodge of Princeton was an honorable exception. 
This course of events was very different from that 
in the Nether lands, where orthodox Protestants and 
Catholics began to work together on school policy soon 
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after the Constitution of 1848 gave both groups a measure 
of electoral power. Two factors may have been of 
particular significance in producing this difference: 
(first) orthodox Protestants in the United States lacked 
the coherence developed in the Nether lands through 
struggle against a liberal established church backed by 
government authority, and were further confused by 
revivalism, and (second) Catholicism in the United States 
was strongly identified with a foreign threat and with 
ignorance and lower status, while Catholics and Orthodox 
Protestants in the Netherlands shared a modest status in 
the society. While the alliances formed in the 
Netherlands required overcoming strong prejudices on both 
sides, they did not face such complications as in the 
United States. 
The story of Catholic opposition to the common 
school is better-known than that of Protestant 
opposition, and it is not necessary to cover it in such 
detail. Our concern here is particularly with the 
evolving reasons given by Catholic leaders for their 
demand, at first, that common schools be purged of 
"sec tar ian" Protestant teaching and, subsequently, that 
Catholic children be educated in explicitly Catholic 
schools, if possible with public financial support. 
That Catholics attempted to develop schools at all 
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levels in the early years of the Republic has no special 
significance; virtually every denomination made the same 
effort in those parts of the country where--unlike New 
England--there was inadequate coverage of town schools. 
Opposition to what was taught in those common schools was 
expressed in 1828, however, by two bishops in their 
suggestions for discussion at the First Provincial 
Council of Baltimore.40 Bishop James Fenwick, S.J., of 
Boston wrote that 
all the children educated in the common schools 
of the country are obliged to use books compiled 
by Protestants by which their minds are poisoned 
as it were from their infancy. 
Despite this concern, the pastoral letter of 1829, 
adopted at this Council, did not directly criticise the 
common schoo 1. It was content with stressing the 
importance of an education in the Faith and the dangers 
of a ''neglected or an improper education.'' Catholic 
parents, especially those of children ready for secondary 
education, should "seek for those teachers who will 
cultivate the seed which you have sown [in the home]. 
How well would it be, if your means and opportunities 
permitted, were you to commit your children to 
the care of those whom we have for your special fitness 
placed over our seminaries and our female religious 
institutions.'' 41 The undeveloped state of Catholic 
educational alternatives at this period may have 
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contriubted to the mildness of this statement compared 
with those of later decades, as may the fact that the 
common school had not yet acquired that sense of a 
homogenizing mission that was to develop under the 
leadership of Horace Mann and others. 
The Controversy in New York 
In the early 1830s there were five Catholic schools 
in New York City, to serve a population of some 35,000. 
Inevitably, many children were faced with attending the 
common schools operated by the "Public School Society," a 
private organization with trustees drawn from the city's 
elite, serving a semi-public function with public funding 
support. Apparently an appreciable number of Catholic 
parents chose not to send their children to such schools. 
Bishop John Dubois petitioned the trustees in 1834 to 
make certain changes to 
ensure the confidence of Catholic parents and 
remove the false excuses of those who cover their 
neglect under the false pretext of religion, 
which they do not practice. 
According to historian Diane Ravitch, Dubois ''asked 
that the board permit him to recommend a Catholic teacher 
for P.S.S. 5, subject to examination and removal by the 
trustees; that he be allowed the use of the school after 
school hours, for religious instruction of apprentices 
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and servants; that the trustees expunge any passages in 
schoolbooks which inculcated Protestant sectarian 
principles or defamed the Catholic religion; 
that the bishop be permitted to visit the school 
occasionally and offer suggestions to the trustees for 
its improvement; that religious instruction be given to 
Catholic children between five and seven each evening by 
a clergyman designated by the bishop."42 
The trustees rejected these requests, except for the 
removal of any objectionable passages which might be 
pointed out, an offer which Dubois did not take advantage 
of. Ravitch suggests of a similar episode several 
years later, ''the clergy did not cooperate in editing 
biased material out of the books, because they knew that 
to do so would remove one of the best complaints they had 
against the schools of the Society.'' 43 
As the controversy over public funds for elementary 
education developed in 1840, a Catholic spokesman 
rejected the argument that common schools could be 
religiously neutral.44 After all, 
The Catholic Church tells her children that they 
must be taught their religion by AUTHORITY. The 
Sects say, read the bible, judge for yourselves. 
The bible is read in the public schools, the 
children are allowed to judge for themselves. 
The Protestant principle is therefore acted upon, 
slily inculcated, and the schools are Sectarian. 
And, again,45 
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How can we think of sending our children to those 
schools in which every artifice is resorted to in 
order to reduce them from their religion? 
One sees clearly why Catholic opposition to ''common 
school religion'' was more effective than that of orthodox 
Protestants. Mann could and did charge the orthodox 
with inconsistency in objecting to his policy of Bible 
reading without doctrinal interpretation, on the basis of 
their own commitment to the principle of individual 
interpretation. For Catholics, there was no such 
problem; they believed that those untrained in the 
doctrines of the Church could not adequately interpret 
Scripture for themselves, and that there were great 
dangers in the attempt. 
A report prepared on behalf of Catholic citizens the 
same year took the opposite, but complementary, line, 
that the common schools were lacking in any religion and 
therefore hostile to it. As summarized by Ravitch, the 
report urged that "only the cultivation of religious and 
moral understanding could mold virtuous and enlightened 
citizens. Nonsectar ianism, it was argued, necessarily 
banished the Christian religion from the public schools; 
since the negation of Christianity is infidelity, 
therefore 'the public school system in the city of New 
York is entirely favorable to the sectarianism of 
infidelity.' The address held that 'even the 
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least perfect religion of Christian sectarianism would be 
better than no religion at all. The transition 
will not be found difficult or unnatural from the idea of 
a common school to that of a common religion; from 
which, of course, in order to make it popular, all 
Christian sectarianism will be carefully excluded.'" 46 
Later in 1840 a petition to the Alderman from ''the 
Catholics of New York" rejected the claim of the Public 
School Society to provide an education to which no parent 
should object. 47 
If they do, as they profess, exclude 
sectarianism, then your petitioners contend that 
they exclude Christianity and leave to the 
advantage of infidelity the tendencies which are 
given to the minds of youth by the influence of 
this feature and pretension of their system. 
Thus Ravitch concludes48 that 
The Church did not want public schools which were 
truly common schools, where Irish children and 
other Catholic children might go without fear of 
prejudice. Because of the Church's view of the 
inseparability of religion and education, the 
kind of nonsectarian common school which had 
developed in New York City and in other parts of 
the country was wholly inimical. 
Although the charges that the common schools were 
"Protestant'' and that the reading materials contained 
anti-Catholic biases were useful in controversy, it is 
clear that for the Catholic leaders the real issue was 
that education should be "sectarian," in the sense that 
it should include the explicit teaching of a particular 
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religious tradition. Bishop Hughes believed that 
if you exclude all sects, you exclude 
Christianity. Take away the distinctive dogmas 
of the Catholics, the Baptists, the Methodists, 
the Presbyterians, and so on, and you have 
nothing left but deism. 
In this Hughes exaggerated the differences among the 
Protestant ''sects," as Mann also was accustomed to do. 49 
There were rea 1 differences among orthodox Protestants, 
of course, but their willingness to cooperate on revival 
campaigns in rural areas and on large-scale institutional 
ministries--the ''Evangelical United Front"--is a constant 
theme of contemporary accounts. Methodists and Baptists 
might compete for members, but they worked together 
closely as well. There is no reason to believe that 
sectarian competition was as great a problem of local 
schools as Mann, Hughes and others made it out to be. 
This was, indeed, what Webster called "the old story, the 
old infidel argument," a favorite theme in the 
Enlightenment critique of Christianity in the eighteenth 
century. 
The Bishops State Their Position 
As the battles over support for Catholic schooling 
developed in New York City and State, the national 
Catholic hierarchy began to make its own position more 
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explicit. The bishops observed in their Pastoral Letter 
of 1840 that ''there are few subjects dearer to us than 
the proper education of your children,'' and warned of 
''the danger to which they are exposed, of having their 
faith undermined, the imperfect instruction which they 
receive, if they get any, upon the most important subject 
of religion " Despite, or because of, this concern 
the bishops opposed the use of the Bible as a class book 
in schools, lest it be "exposed to that irreverend 
familiarity which is calculated to produce more contempt 
than veneration." This danger "shows the necessity of 
your better exertions to establish and uphold seminaries 
and schools, fitted according to our own principles." 
The bishops did not fail to repeat the accusation 
that the materials used in common schools were tainted 
with anti-Catholic prejudice. 
We can scarcely point out a book in general use 
in the ordinary schools wherein covert 
and insidious efforts are not made to 
misrepresent our principles, to distort our 
tenets, to vilify our practices and to bring 
contempt upon our Church and its members. 
Although they were not reluctant to "contribute whatever 
little we can to the prosperity of what are called the 
common institutions of the country,'' the bishops were 
''always better pleased to have a separate system of 
education for the children of our communion." 50 
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Three years later the bishops returned to their 
criticism of the religious flavor of the common schools. 
This was the period when the American Bible Society was 
passing resolutions calling for the use of the Bible in 
the schools, and Mann and other reformers were disarming 
the orthodox majority by stressing the same theme. The 
Pastoral of 184351 noted that 
We have seen with serious alarm, efforts made to 
poison the fountains of public education, by 
giving it a sectarian hue, and accustoming 
children to the use of a version of the Bible 
made under sectarian bias, and placing in their 
hands books of various kinds replete with 
offensive and dangerous matter. This is plainly 
opposed to the free genius of our civil 
institutions. Let [parents] see 
that no interference with the faith of their 
children ne used in the public schools, and no 
attempt made to induce conformity in any thing 
contrary to the laws of the Catholic Church. 
At this point the Catholic Church was not in a 
position to provide schools of its own for the children 
of immigrants. A decade later, however, the bishops at 
the First Plenary Council (1852) rejected the idea that 
education could be purged of religious elements and 
warned lest youth be ''involved in all the evils of an 
uncatholic education, evils too multiplied and too 
obvious to require that we should do more than raise our 
voices in solemn protest against the system from which 
they spring." 52 
The bishops were responding to the recent papal 
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encyclical calling upon all bishops worldwide to provide 
for Catholic education. This initiative from Rome 
helped to set up what would become the bitter hostility 
between French radicals and the Catholic hierarchy over 
schooling. The encyclical also had an impact upon the 
course of events in the Netherlands, helping to break the 
alliance between Catholics and Liberals, and creating the 
conditions in which that between Catholics and orthodox 
Protestants was to evolve. No such alliance developed 
in the United States, and Catholics faced not only 
isolation but also condemnation from all sides for their 
efforts to establish their own schools. 
Conflict in Boston 
Some of the sharpest conflicts over the religious 
character of common schools occurred in Boston. By 1850 
one half of the children in Boston aged five to fifteen 
were ''foreign'' (including the children of a foreign-born 
parent), with the proportion much higher in some sections 
of the city. Those overseeing the public schools were 
convinced that they were the primary instrumentality to 
''Americanize that class of our population,'' so that they 
would become ''lovers of American soil and sustainers of 
American institutions.'' 53 
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This program of assimilation rested upon a 
conviction that otherwise immigrant children represented 
a serious threat to society. While there were generous 
impulses of extending an opportunity, there were also 
fearful ones of preventing social breakdown. 
Boston School Committee stressed in 1850, 54 
Thus the 
We must open the doors of our school houses and 
invite and compel them to come in. There is no 
other hope for them or for us. In our 
Schools they receive moral and religious 
teaching, powerful enough if possible to keep 
them in the right path amid the moral darkness 
which is their daily and domestic walk. 
unless we can redeem this population in their 
childhood by moral means, we must control them by 
force, or support them as paupers, at a maturer 
period of 1 if e. 
This explicit program of assimilation, since it 
rested upon a conviction of the superior moral value of 
Protestantism--an almost universal assumption among 
Protestants--met with resistance from Catholics. The 
periodical of the Boston diocese advised Catholic parents 
in 1853 that teachers had no right to enforce such 
sectarian practices as reading the King James version of 
the Bible or reciting Protestant prayers.55 
before the Pilot had told its readers that 
The year 
The general principle upon which these 
[education] laws are based is radically unsound, 
untrue, Atheistical. It is, that the 
education of children is not the work of the 
Church, or of the Family, but that it is the work 
of the State. Two consequences flow from 
this principle. In the matter of 
education, the State is supreme over the Church 
and the Family. Hence, the State can and does 
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exclude from the schools religious instruction. 
The inevitable consequence is, that 
the greater number of scholars must turn out to 
be Atheists, and accordingly the majority of non-
Catholics are people of no religion. 
The other consequence leads the State to 
adopt the child, to weaken the ties which bind it 
to the parent. So laws are made compelling 
children to attend the state schools, and 
forbidding the parents, if they be poor, to 
withdraw their little ones from the school. 
The issue was becoming critical at a point when 
antiimmigrant feeling was at its height in Massachusetts, 
resulting in the election of an overwhelming majority of 
state legislators who were strongly opposed to Catholic 
claims to equal consideration. In 1852 the legislature 
passed the first compulsory school attendance law in the 
country, and vigorous enforcement followed; in 1853 the 
Boston truant officer reported 98 native and 559 foreign 
truants. 56 
In order to ensure that immigrant children were 
exposed to the full program of Protestant moral teaching, 
the anti-Catholic "Know-Nothing" majority in the 
legislative session of 1855 adopted a law requiring the 
daily reading of the Scriptures in public schools. This 
had already become compulsory for the Boston schools in 
1851, as was the use of the Lord's Prayer in 1857. That 
year the weekly recitation of the Ten Commandments was 
also required. The regulations made it clear that this 
was a devotional exercise. 
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The combination of vigorous efforts to bring 
Catholic children into common schools with explicit 
insistence upon religious practices led inevitably to 
conflict. The most celebrated instance occurred in 1859 
at the Eliot School, where Thomas Wall, a Catholic boy, 
refused to recite the Commandments in their ''Protestant'' 
form. After a variety of developments which do not 
concern us here, Bishop Fitzpatrick wrote to the Boston 
School Committee that 
The Catholic cannot act in this manner. He 
cannot present himself before the Divine presence 
in what would be for him a merely simulated union 
of prayer and adoration. His Church expressly 
forbids him to do so. She considers 
indifference in matters of religion, indifference 
as to the distinction of positive doctrines of 
faith, as a great evil which promiscuous worship 
would tend to spread more widely and increase. 
Compromises were made which reduced tension for a time, 
though the public schools would again become a 
battleground between Boston Catholics and Protestants 
several decades later.57 
The logic of the Catholic position, as expressed by 
Bishop Fitzpatrick and others, did not really allow any 
alternative to Catholic-controlled schools. Sectarian 
Protestant teaching was utterly offensive, ''neutral'' 
religious practices reflected an objectionable 
"indifference," while the exclusion of religion 
altogether would teach ''infidelity''. Only the positive 
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and authoritative teaching of Catholic doctrine could 
satisfy the sense, among the Catholic leadership, of what 
the defense of their faith required. 
III. CONCLUSIONS 
Roman Catholic opposition to the common public 
school has frequently been understood as reflecting an 
immigrant group's concern to preserve its traditions and 
coherence as it faced the acids of a new environment. 
The creation of a parochial system can be seen as perhaps 
the most massive and (for several generations) successful 
attempt in American history to prevent ''cognitive 
contamination" by keeping the formal socialization of 
children within institutions in which the beliefs, 
values, and world-views of parents would be presented 
consistently to their children. This may be seen as a 
less extreme form of the strategies employed by such 
groups as the Amish and Hasidic Jews. 
Some support for this view may be derived from the 
fact that several smaller immigrant groups for whom a 
particular religious posiiton was an important element of 
identity--German (mostly Saxon) Lutherans and Dutch 
Calvinists, for example--were also successful in creating 
and maintaining their own schools. 
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While the sense of a threatened group identity is an 
important factor in the success of the efforts by 
Catholics and some other immigrants to create and 
maintain their own schools, this is not a sufficient 
explanation of why they believed that this struggle 
should occur primarily with respect to formal schooling. 
Other immigrant groups, including Jews and Scandinavian 
Lutherans, embraced the public school with enthusiasm and 
found other means of preserving group identity. Italian 
and Polish Catholics appear to have felt less strongly 
than did German and Irish Catholics about the importance 
of creating their own parochial schools. 
A further difficulty with the "resistance to 
assimilation" thesis is that virtually every immigrant 
group was in fact eager to fit into American life, and to 
assure that its children would not suffer under the 
stigma of being a foreign element. In some respects, in 
fact, parochial schools rivaled with public schools in 
their commitment to "Americanization." German and 
Irish Catholic immigrants were eager to embrace virtually 
everything about contemporary American life, while 
providing an alternative educational system for their 
children. Group solidarity, while it explains how they 
were able to do so, does not explain why this seemed so 
important to them. 
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To understand this we must take seriously what their 
leaders said on the subject, and the instructive 
parallels with what far-sighted orthodox Protestants were 
saying at the same time. They were speaking against a 
background of the contemporary struggles in Great Britain 
(including Ireland), the German states, and the 
Netherlands between a triumphant liberalism concerned to 
use the common school aggressively against orthodox 
Christianity, Protestant and Catholic alike. 
As we have noted, the orthodox Protestant opponents 
of the common school and of Horace Mann were not 
generally aware of the parallel struggles which were 
taking place in Europe, though the Dutch Calvinist and 
German Lutheran immigrants who were coming to the Midwest 
during this period were fresh from those struggles and 
acted accordingly in forming their own "sectarian" 
schools. 
Catholic leaders, by contrast, were acutely aware of 
the controversies over schooling in Europe. Virtually 
all of them were French, Irish or German. Heated 
controversies were taking place in France, Ireland and 
Germany, and the Papacy was taking the lead in rallying 
Catholics worldwide to resist what it not inaccurately 
saw as a liberal assault. This placed the creation of 
alternative schools--and, where that was not possible, 
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the resistance to objectionable practices in public 
schools--at the top of the Catholic agenda in the United 
States. The Italian and Eastern European immigrants who 
came in their millions late in the century were much less 
concerned about the issue because schooling of any kind--
and thus controversy about schooling--had been minimal in 
the areas from which they came, but Church leadership 
continued to be almost exclusively in Irish and German 
hands, and thus the Catholic perception of a struggle 
with liberalism over education remained unchanged. 
In this perspective it is possible to understand 
that the fai 1 ure of native-born orthodox Protestants in 
the United States to resist "common school religion" was 
the result not only of their belief that common schools 
were necessary to protect their own stake in a 
culturally homogeneous society, but also of their lack of 
a tradition of struggle with a secularizing liberalism 
over the content of schooling. 
Liberalism in America took a ''softer" form, often 
cloaking its anti-orthodox purposes in the Christian 
vocabulary. This approach was not unique to the United 
States; indeed it was 
Protestant education 
in part learned from liberal 
reformers in Prussia, the 
Netherlands, and even in France, but it was uniquely 
successfu 1 under American conditions. Horace Mann and 
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his allies presented the mission of the common school in 
essentially religious, salvific terms to a Protestant 
majority which was quite prepared to identify the 
institutions of American society with the Kingdom of God. 
Anxiety about the effects of immigration upon the 
homogeneity and moral coherence of American society 
provided the essential energy behind the triumph of 
"common school religion" over its opponents, but it was 
the theological confusion of nineteenth century 
Protestantism that prevented an effective resistance. 
The orthodox Protestant majority that could have 
insisted upon religious teaching reflecting the views of 
parents and local communities, or public support for a 
choice of schools, was easily persuaded that a 
generalized civic religion was an acceptable and indeed 
necessary substitute. 
Concerns about group solidarity under the assaults 
of an unfriendly social environment provided the 
essential energy behind the creation of alternative 
"sectarian" school systems by several immigrant groups, 
but it was the theological clarity developed in 
contemporary struggles in Europe that made this seem a 
necessity. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
ALTERNATIVES TO THE COMMON SCHOOL 
I. The Effort to Create Alternatives 
NEW ENGLAND BEFORE THE RISE OF CATHOLIC EDUCATION 
In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
when most New England communities were religiously still 
fairly homogeneous, the colonial education provisions had 
become inadequate due to neglect and to population 
growth. "Non-public" schools (to use an anachronistic 
term), either for-profit or operated by benevolent 
foundations, existed side-by-side with "public" schools 
without the perception of there being a significant 
difference. Such schools were not established as 
religious alternatives to public schooling, as were the 
later parochial schools, though religious motivations 
were commonly at work in their founding. The Great 
Awakening of the 1740s had indeed contributed 
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significantly to the revival of education, with many 
joining Jonathan Edwards 1 in calling for 
schools, in poor towns and villages, which might 
not only bring up children in 
common learning, but also might very much tend to 
their conviction and conversion, and being 
trained up in vital piety: and doubtless 
something might be done in this way in old towns 
and more populous places, that might have a great 
tendency to the flourishing of religion in the 
rising generation. 
One who responded was Samuel Phillips, Jr., of 
Andover, son of a wealthy merchant from orthodox stock. 
Phillips, who was to play a leading political role during 
the Revolution, complained of "the decay of virtue, 
public and private," owing to "the neglect of good 
instruction. Upon the sound education of children 
depends the comfort or grief of parents, the welfare or 
disorder of the community, the glory or ruin of the 
state." 2 The founding document [1778] of the academy 
that he endowed in Andover speaks in terms common to the 
Protestant Enlightenment, with its confidence in the 
improvement of the human condition through education, of 
the grand design of the great PARENT OF THE 
UNIVERSE in the creation of mankind, and the 
improvements of which the mind is capable, both 
in knowledge and virtue as well as upon the 
prevalence of ignorance and vice, disorder and 
wickedness 
Horace Mann and his allies a half-century later 
could have echoed this view of the world and of the 
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importance of education, as they would have applauded the 
insistence that the schoolmaster devote himself to the 
''Minds and Morals of the youth under his charge," but 
they could not have approved the "sectarian'' character of 
the religious instruction that would be provided to the 
students. 3 The schoolmaster was charged 
not only to instruct and establish them in the 
truth of Christianity [which could mean virtually 
anything at that time]; but also early and 
diligently to inculcate upon them the great and 
important scripture doctrines of the fall 
of man, the depravity of human nature; the 
necessity of an atonement and of our being 
renewed in the spirit of our minds; the 
doctrines of repentance toward God and of faith 
toward our Lord Jesus Christ and of 
justification by the free grace of God through 
the redemption that is in Jesus Christ. 
This is uncompromising 1 y orthodox 1 anguage, of 
course, and we should not disregard a polemical element 
in it at a time when the liberal tendencies that would 
become Unitarianism were emerging in Boston and on the 
North Shore. It was, after all, in Andover that the 
orthodox (with the help of the Phillips family) would 
three decades later locate the theological seminary, the 
"West Point of orthodoxy," established in opposition to 
the Unitarian takeover of Harvard Divinity School. The 
Phillips Academy was equally orthodox in intention, but 
it was not established in a spirit of opposition, but to 
meet an educational and social need. 
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The new school was described as ''a public free 
school or ACADEMY'' in its Constitution, in the sense that 
it was in tended to serve the pub 1 ic at 1 arge, though 
under control of independent trustees and enjoying a 
large endowment. At this point the terms "public" and 
"private'' had not acquired the specific and heavily-laden 
significance that would develop during the "common 
school" movement. 
Non-public schools were not limited to such 
relatively elite secondary institutions as Phillips 
Academy in Andover; they were a primary means of 
providing education at all levels in communities where 
population growth had outstripped the colonial 
arrangements. 
In what Stanley Schultz refers to as "one of the 
ear 1 iest 'social surveys' of an urban population," the 
Boston School Committee carried out a ward-by-ward census 
in 1817. This survey, coordinated by architect Charles 
Bulfinch, found that public school enrollment amounted to 
2,365 students, with over 4,000 students attending free 
or tuition-charging private schools. Bulfinch suggested 
that the hundreds of students not attending any school 
could be accommodated within the existing structures, 
with the Overseers of the Poor continuing to pay tuition 
for those children whose parents could not afford to send 
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them to private schools. He found important moral 
advantages to expecting those parents who were able to do 
so to take responsibility by paying tuition and thus 
devoting attention to the education of their children. 4 
Other citizens did not agree, insisting that the 
city should take responsibility for the education of all 
children in common schools in order to bring together in 
mutual harmony children of all the nationalities, races, 
social and economic classes in Boston. It was this view 
which ultimately prevailed in the establishment of free 
primary schools under public control. These schools 
were managed by a Primary School Board made up of ''the 
godly and well-to-do who could be depended upon to uphold 
the financial and moral interests of their class,'' 5 
appointed by the School Committee. 
In effect, the first urban school system in the 
country was set up on behalf of the common people by an 
elite that itself undoubtedly patronized the better 
private schools for their children. The private charity 
schools and those that educated students from moderate-
income families were quickly driven out of business, 
while private schools for the more affluent continued to 
serve their clientele. 
As in Boston, it appears that much of the energy of 
the education reformers of the ''common school revival'' 
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had less to do with the unavailability of elementary 
schooling than it did with opposition to such schooling 
under private auspices. Kaestle and Vinovskis, after a 
careful study of the data available,6 concluded that 
Americans' apparent indifference to the 
educational schemes of republican theorists in 
the early days of nationhood led to the myth of 
the ''sleepy'' period in our educational history. 
The illusion that there was little schooling 
prior to 1840 in the American Northeast can be 
traced to school reformers like Horace Mann and 
Henry Barnard, who were hostile to private 
schools, such as academies, as well as to the 
small district schools that prevailed in rural 
areas. They preferred the model of the mid-
seven teen th-cen tury New Eng 1 and town, where 
schools served the whole town and were required 
by colony-wide laws. As population dispersed, 
however, the district system developed in rura 1 
areas; and in the eighteenth century urban 
development fostered private educational 
alternatives. 
The data available on schooling in Salem7--the 
second city in Massachusetts early in the nineteenth 
century--show that 
the shift from private to public, and the 
development of a state-assisted public school 
system, had little effect upon the proportion of 
children enrolled . .. As this public sector 
grew in Salem schooling, the total enrollment 
remained remarkably stable. Enrollment 
records for Boston tell the same story. In 
1826, when 44.5 percent of all children aged 
birth to nineteen were in some school, 32.6 
percent of all schoolchildren were in private 
schools. by 1850, when the percentage in 
private schools had dropped to 12.2, the overall 
enrollment rate remained at 45.4 percent. 
Thus the growth of public school enrollment as a 
proportion of population, so lovingly documented by Mann 
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in his reports, was largely at the expense of private 
schools rather than the result of enrolling out-of-school 
youth. While private schools maintained their 
enrollment levels in terms of absolute numbers, it was by 
serving a more and more elite clientele, thus achieving 
the opposite result from Mann's stated goal of social 
integration through public education.e 
What occurred was not, then, a victory over 
separate elite schooling, as Mann would have 
liked, but a conversion of low-priced pay 
schools, local academies, and subscription 
schools (kept to prolong the common schools) into 
town-controlled, tax-supported schools. 
Efforts to organize schools on a "sectarian" 
religious basis in New England during the nineteenth 
century, then, were not so much threatening an existing 
unity of schooling--as Mann and his allies claimed--as 
retarding a program of suppressing established 
alternatives to the common school that had rendered good 
service. This program did not lack opponents who 
continued to support non-public schooling, especially at 
the secondary level, but ironically enough these 
opponents were equally hostile to the new Catholic 
schools. Thus Edward Hitchcock, in an address at 
"Williston Seminary" (a secondary academy) in 18459 
proclaimed that 
in this country the government presumes that 
every parent is intelligent and judicious enough 
to judge what sort of an education it is best to 
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give his children. a free and intelligent 
people prefer to have the control of so important 
a business themselves; and it has come to be 
pretty well understood, that if we wish to have 
an institution fail, let the government start it 
and attempt to support it. Were the 
government to deprive individuals, or parties, or 
sects, of the right to establish such seminaries, 
their own forced treadmill system would be a 
wretched substitute. 
Yet just before saying this he had attacked "the system 
of the papist" as "utterly unadapted to this free 
Protestant country, as well as to this age." No 
alliance was in fact possible between a Protestant elite 
concerned to protect its institutions from the leveling 
and unifying claims of the liberal reformers, and the 
clerical leadership of a Catholic underclass who were 
seeking to develop their own institutions in defense 
against the assimilating zeal of the reformers. 
There was thus little tradition of non-public 
schools as religious alternatives in New England when 
Mann and others began to shape a program and develop a 
supporting ideology of the "common school.'' Roman 
Catholic leaders found themselves without allies as they 
sought to develop their own school system. This may 
help to explain why Catholic education developed 
relatively slowly around Boston compared with other parts 
of the country where there was strong Catholic migration 
and also stronger tradition of Protestant alternative 
schools. 
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LUTHERAN SCHOOLING 
The German immigrants to Pennsylvania during the 
eighteenth century were in many cases refugees from 
Catholic religious oppression in the Palatinate, and some 
support for the schooling of their children was provided 
by the Pietist center of mission and educational energies 
at Halle. Their extreme poverty retarded these efforts, 
so that by the start of the Revolution only about forty 
German schools were in operation. Pennsylvania leader 
Benjamin Franklin was dubious about their attempts to 
perpetuate a distinct culture, writing in 1753 10 
All that seems to me necessary is to distribute 
them more equally, mix them with the English, 
establish English schools where they are now too 
thickly settled 
A different approach was advocated in a report on 
education submitted to the Pennsylvania Legislature by 
Dr. Benjamin Rush in 1786. Rush called for free schools 
in every township, with instruction in both German and 
English, and provision that ''children of the same 
religious sect and nation may be educated as much as 
possible together." ll In effect he was recognizing 
that the diversity of the population of Pennsylvania 
required that a system of public schooling be itself 
diversified. 
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German schools with explicitly Lutheran teaching 
developed further after the Revolution, with 
approximately 130 schools under the supervision of the 
Pennsylvania Ministerium by the end of the century. 
Similar efforts were made in other centers of German 
immigration, such as New Jersey, North Carolina and (a 
little later) Ohio. One historian calculates that there 
were 342 Lutheran schools in the United States by 1820. 12 
The role of ethnicity 1n this development is 
difficult to distinguish from that of religion; while 
virtually all such schools were initiated and controlled 
by local churches, "the major opposition to public 
schools came to be based on the question of language.'' 
As one correspondent wrote 
Kirchenzeitung in 1841,13 
to the Lutherische 
-----------
Whoever gives up his language, brings shame upon 
his parents and gives up his religion besides and 
becomes a Methodist. And is the English 
language then nobler and more beautiful than 
German? I think not. But as soon as 
pride enters into the young people, they want to 
be English and are ashamed to talk German. 
That language was a major factor in the development 
of these Lutheran ''parochial schools'' is suggested by the 
fact that they gradually faded away in Pennsylvania as 
the German population adopted the use of English. Fear 
of Catholic immigration and of Catholic "sectarian" 
schools as the supposed consolidator of Catholic power 
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was a major factor in the triumph of the "common school" 
among Protestants of all ethnic backgrounds. Thus the 
Lutheran East Pennsylvania Synod adopted ''Resolutions on 
Common Schools'' in 1853;14 they began, 
Whereas, The most industrious and insidious 
efforts are at present being made in this and 
other States by those in connection with the 
Roman Catholic Church to divert a portion of the 
Common School Fund Resolved, That we 
regard the Common School System of Pennsylvania 
as now constituted as the pride and ornament of 
our State and every effort to engraft 
upon it features of an obnoxious sectarian 
character we regard as a stab aimed at its 
vitality, whose only consummation can be its 
utter subversion and overthrow. 
While Lutheran schools were fading away in 
Pennsylvania and other eastern states, new ones were 
being established in the Mid-West, where Saxon immigrants 
held to a strongly orthodox interpretation of 
Lutheranism. A background of controversies over the 
''Prussian Union" of Lutheran and Reformed Churches in 
1817 and over the nature of religious teaching in state 
schools made these immigrants particularly determined to 
preserve a religious tradition, more so than were the 
eastern Lutherans. Settling first in St. Louis in 1839, 
this group established the ''Missouri Synod'' in 1847, with 
teachers among the original organizers. By 1871 the 419 
congregations of this denomination supported 408 schools 
with 26,455 students. There can be no doubt that 
factors of language and ethnicity were also extremely 
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important in the growth of this system of schools; 
indeed, the denominational publication for teachers was 
largely in German until 1885, when articles began to 
appear more frequently in English. 15 
A concern to maintain religious orthodoxy was of at 
least equal importance, however, judging by the fact that 
other Lutheran groups who immigrated around the same time 
did not make as much effort to maintain their languages. 
The Scandinavian Lutherans, numbering nearly two million 
immigrants in the nineteenth century, did not have the 
same kind of background of religious controversy in their 
homelands, and were much quicker to support the public 
common schools than were the Missouri Synod Lutherans. 16 
There was a general tendency among the 
Scandinavians for full-time schools to continue 
as such only for a limited period of years until 
the immigrant stocks had become settled 
and adjusted and had acquired a knowledge of 
English. After a few years the need of the 
full-time elementary school was considered to 
have passed .... 
The Norwegian-American press was calling upon parents to 
send their children to the common schools as early as 
1850. 17 
Other groups of German immigrants, less orthodox 
theologically than those belonging to the Missouri Synod, 
were also much less interested in maintaining their own 
schools, and satisfied themselves with pressing for the 
teaching of German in the public schools. 
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In short, the experience of Lutheran schooling in 
the United States suggests that the desire to preserve a 
minority language and culture was a essential 
precondition for the maintenance of sectarian schools, 
but that such schools were in fact maintained only when a 
self-conscious religious orthodoxy made that seem of 
transcendent importance. This would suggest, 
reciprocally, that religiously-orthodox groups would be 
more likely to maintain a distinctive language and 
culture as a concomitant to sectarian schooling. 
ORTHODOX PRESBYTERIAN SCHOOLS 
There is, at it happens, a test case of the 
hypothesis suggested above: the orthodox Presbyterians 
expressed a strong desire to develop their own system of 
schools to teach "pure religion, and undefiled" during 
the decades before the Civil War, but were unable to 
carry out this program because of their lack of the 
essential precondition of a distinctive ethnic and 
linguistic heritage. 
As early as 1799 the General Assembly noted that ''a 
vain and pernicious philosophy has, in many instances, 
spread its infection from Europe to America," and urged 
elders to serve as school trustees to assure that neither 
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teachers nor instruction were infected. In 1812 there 
was much discussion, in the Assembly, of a proposal for 
parochial schools. In 1838 Dr. Samuel Miller published 
an article in the ~i~liE~l g~E~£!2£Y observing that 
ministers should not be satisfied with the limited 
instruction possible in Sunday schools, and in 1840 he 
presented a committee report to the Assembly recommending 
that every congregation should establish one or more 
"Church Schools'' for children from six to ten. 
report was adopted by the Assembly in 1841.18 
This 
The context of this growing concern is the split in 
1837 among Presbyterians into "Old School" and "New 
School" factions over the liberalizing theology of the 
latter. The orthodox Old School Assembly addressed a 
''Pastoral Letter'' to the congregations in 1838 calling 
for teaching the doctrines of the church, especially 
through the use of the catechisms. As one Old School 
leader asserted, sound training of youth would protect 
against ''that spirit of declension and fatal error which 
is abroad." 19 
In a series of reports and statements through the 
1840s, the Assembly stressed the desirability of an 
instruction that would ''direct the infant mind, not only 
to a meager natural religion, but to the whole round of 
gracious truth, as it is in Christ Jesus.'' After all, 
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state schools could not teach the full doctrines of 
revelation which put children "in a favorable position, 
by God's grace, for the salvation of the soul." 
Education was in fact the "peculiar and appropriate 
province'' of the church which, "by a strange perversion" 
had come to be attributed to the state. 20 
Despite strong support by J. W. Alexander, Charles 
Hodge, and other leading intellectuals among the Old 
School group, the project of organizing denominational 
schools produced meagre results. Less than one percent 
of the congregations founded schools over the next twenty 
years, and the movement was already in decline by about 
1854. 21 The orthodox rigor of this denomination gave it 
the will but not the means to maintain a system 
comparable to that developed by the Missouri Synod 
Lutherans in the same period, with 97% of the much poorer 
congregations supporting schools. 
As further evidence that a combination of doctrinal 
rigor with minority cultural status was necessary to 
sustain a system of sectarian schools, we will mention 
briefly a system of schools in the Reformed theological 
tradition which were more successful than those of the 
Orthodox Presbyterians, despite far smaller resources of 
talent and money. 
451 
The Dutch immigration to the Mid-West after the 
Afscheiding ("secession") within the Hervormde Kerk which 
began in 1834 shared many characteristics with that of 
the Saxon Lutherans during the same decade. An early 
characteristic of the Afscheiding was the insistance of 
the "little people" upon controlling the education of 
their children in unauthorized schools rather than 
sending them to public schools in which a non-sectarian 
liberal Christianity was taught. After many 
prosecutions that desti tuted orthodox parents, several 
of their ministers organized an emigration to the United 
States where they could22 
enjoy the privilege of seeing their little ones 
educated in a Christian school--a privilege of 
which we are here entirely deprived, as the 
instruction in the state's schools may be called 
but a mere general moral one, offensive to 
neither Jew nor Roman Catholic. 
After a slow start, the system of Dutch Calvinist 
schools began to grow in the Mid-West and elsewhere, 
including nearly 400 schools with more than 72,000 
students at present. Maintenance of the Dutch language 
has not been an important consideration in recent 
decades, but it was the close-knit Dutch-American 
community that provided the soil in which the seed of 
theological conviction could grow. In addition--like 
the Saxon Lutherans and German and Irish Catholics--the 
Dutch immigrants brought a tradition of the school as the 
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place to take a stand against liberal religious teaching. 
They were better prepared than were their Orthodox 
Presbyterian co-religionists to see themselves as holding 
convictions that could not be satisfied by American 
common schools. 
Efforts within the essentially "establishment" 
Presbyterian Church to create sectarian schools were more 
difficult precisely because many of its leaders were so 
heavily committed to the social mission of the common 
school. The Rev. R. J. Breckinridge, for example, 
served as Superintendent of Education for the State of 
Kentucky from 1847 to 1853, and urged that the state 
provide for the education of all of its people to ensure 
11 its own security." ''Revealed religion" could be taught 
in the common school by the regular use of the Bible. 
In 1850 he urged the Presbyterian Assembly to avoid 
committing itself to providing a comprehensive education 
program. 23 
Breckinridge was one of those who in effect disarmed 
the orthodox by their insistance that the common school 
could meet their educational objectives, and who refused 
to abandon the common school to ''the spirit of popery 
which every where suppresses the word of God; the spirit 
of indifferentism, which treats it with total slight; 
and the spirit of infidelity, which openly rejects it," 
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as he proclaimed to the American Bible Society in 1839. 
"No adequate moral instruction can be furnished generally 
in our public schools, unless the Bible itself be put 
into the hands of the pupils," he told the ABS, and he 
committed himself and them to working to ensure that that 
this occurred in the common schools ''in all our States 
and Territories.'' This would, he admitted, meet with 
''infidel" opposition, but "strifes and divisions are the 
price we pay for all that is precious in a sinful world." 
24 For many of the native-born orthodox, such calls to 
struggle for influence upon the entire nation through the 
common school must have seemed more appealing than a 
summons to withdraw into providing a Christian education 
to their own children alone. 
ROMAN CATHOLIC SCHOOLS IN MASSACHUSETTS 
Although Boston became an Episcopal See in 1808, the 
first Catholic School on record was not organized until 
1820 under the impulse of Bishop Cheverus. Over the 
next decades several other schools were founded, some of 
them by the enterprise of schoolmasters from Ireland, but 
it was not until 1849 that an order of sisters began a 
systematic effort to provide education.25 This order 
had originated in Belgium, where conflict over the 
control of education by the Church or the government had 
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been a major factor in the successful secession of 1830 
from the Netherlands. Despite these efforts there were 
by 1855 only five free Catholic schools for girls, taught 
by sisters, and a few for boys taught by lay teachers. 
To some extent the lack of full-time schools was 
compensated for by the organization of Sunday Schools in 
emulation of the vigorous contemporary Protestant 
movement, which was seeking to enroll as many Catholic 
children as possible, with an eye to their conversion. 
Thus by 1845 (before the main Irish immigration began) 
there were 4,100 students enrolled in Catholic sunday 
schools in Boston.26 
The most interesting aspect of this development of 
an alternative Catholic education system was the 
arrangement made in the new industrial city of Lowell, 
where Catholic immigrants were beginning to replace the 
workers drawn from New England farms. In 1830 a 
committee was appointed to ''consider the expediency of 
establishing a separate school for the benefit of the 
Irish population," and funds were appropriated the next 
year for such a schoo1. 27 Despite this gesture, the 
Irish children continued to attend a school set up by 
their priest, and Bishop Fenwick wrote to local 
authorities stating the terms upon which Catholics would 
consent to send their children to the public school:28 
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I really do not understand how, in this liberal 
country, it can be made a condition to their 
receiving anything that they, the Catholics, 
shall be in that case debarred from having a 
Catholic teacher, learning out of Catholic books, 
and being taught the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church. We can never accept such terms. 
it is all important that the person whom they 
select be one qualified to instruct children in 
the principles of their religion, for I would not 
give a straw for that species of education, which 
is not accompanied with and based upon religion. 
On the basis of this statement of principle the 
local pastor was able to negotiate an agreement with town 
authorities under which support for the two parochial 
schools would be taken over by the town. The public 
School Committee would examine and hire teachers, and the 
books used would be those prescribed for other schools, 
but the teachers would be Catholic and the books would 
contain no facts not accepted by the Church and no 
remarks reflecting upon Catholicism. This arrangement 
was in effect from 1836 to 1852, though the schools 
gradually lost their distinctive Catholic character and 
non-Catholic teachers were appointed. An historian 
comments that ''doubtless the school authorities had 
accomplished what they wished, they had coaxed the Irish 
into the public schools.'' 29 
Horace Mann, then in his last year as Secretary of 
the Board of Education, expressed strong approval of the 
Lowell arrangement in the pages of the ~~~~~~ ~~h~~l 
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.'!9.!:!.£.!:!9.1 in 1848, reprinting a letter from John Green in 
Lowell.30 Green observed that 
By this mutual conciliation, we easily secured 
incalculable advantages; and from these small 
beginnings have grown up a class of large and 
highly respectable schools, drawn from our most 
degraded population. The Irish children may now 
be found in every school in the city in 
considerable numbers, even in our high school ... 
With continuing growth of the Irish population and 
its dissatisfaction with the religious instruction now 
provided in the former parochial schools, new Catholic 
schools were founded starting in 1852. The breakdown of 
the Lowell arrangement was a reflection of an anti-
immigrant campaign responding to the heavy immigration of 
the famine years (especially 1848 and 1849), and an 
effort to require all of the Irish children to attend 
public schools where they could be assimilated to 
American habits and values. Barnas Sears, the Secretary 
of the State Board of Education who followed Horace Mann, 
commented in his annual report of 18513 1 that 
The non-attendance of a part of those children 
for whose benefit the Public Schools are 
especially intended, particularly the children of 
foreigners in our large cities and manufacturing 
towns, is assuming a fearful importance; and it 
will not be safe long to delay such measures as 
may be necessary to avert the impending danger. 
Increased efforts were made by public authorities to 
compell school attendance by Irish children, and to 
increase the explicitly socializing and assimilating 
457 
impact of the common school by requiring daily Bible 
reading and other devotional practices that were clearly 
seen by both sides as a challenge to Catholic loyalty. 
These efforts led to growing tension and support within 
the Catholic community for the development of alternative 
schooling arrangements. Thus while Barnas Sears' 
successor noted with satisfaction, in 1856, that the 
Catholic schools in the industrial city of Lawrence had 
been discontinued and 2,279 of their students had been 
received into the public schools, Bishop Fitzpatrick was 
devoting much of his energy to foudning new institutions 
and obtaining teachers for them. 
Conflicts over the refusal of Catholic students to 
join in recitation of Protestant versions of the Lord's 
Prayer and Ten Commandments, such as the celebrated Eliot 
School case in Boston in 1859, enhanced the solidarity of 
the Irish community in support of their own institutions 
and also in political involvement. As in the 
Netherlands, it was the insistence upon educating their 
children in their own convictions and loyalties that led 
to the initial political mobilization of a class which 
had previously been apathetic. 
The support of Catholic schools was not easily 
accomplished by an immigrant population, and was closely 
associated with a sense of alienation and helplessness 
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with respect to the common school. 
Fitzpatrick wrote in 1859,32 
As Bishop 
it is impossible to open catholic schools. 
Already we find it almost impossible to provide 
churches for the hundreds of thousands of poor 
people whom the last ten years have sent to our 
shores. No redress can be expected by 
petition to the authorities for the state is 
ruled by a vast majority of persecuting bigots 
who, a few years ago, were bound by oath, as 
members of the know-nothing party, to oppress 
Catholics. The very laws were framed, 
no doubt, for the express purpose of corrupting 
the faith of Catholic children. The only 
alternative at present seems to be that the 
children, under open protest, submit to the 
tyranny exercised over them, but at the same time 
to loathe and detest its enactments. This very 
sense of unjust oppression may, with God's grace, 
strengthen them in their attachment to the faith. 
The same year, however, a Catholic priest was 
elected to the Boston School Committee and the more 
obnoxious features of the school devotional practices 
were removed, while at least four new Catholic schools 
opened in the diocese. Catholics were moving on two 
dis tinct tracks with respect to education, and not 
surprisingly they were accused of hypocrisy by some 
Protestant leaders: trying to make the common schools 
less religious, and thus less satisfactory to orthodox 
Protestants, while at the same time they sought to keep 
their own children out of those schools. The logic of 
the Catholic position was that their children should 
attend Catholic schools if possible, but to the extent 
that they could not, they should attend schools with no 
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religious character at all. 
We have seen that there were financial obstacles to 
the organization of Catholic schools in the Boston 
diocese, but it may be questioned whether these were 
greater than those faced by the Saxon immigrants to the 
Mid-West, or indeed the German Catholics who created a 
substantial system of schools during the same period. An 
historian notes that there were ''at least two hundred 
Catholic parish schools in the country in the year 1840. 
More than half of these were west of the Alleghenies 
the dioceses of Kentucky and St. Louis were better off 
for schools and teachers than the more populous dioceses 
of the East." 33 He attributes this to the "educational 
zeal or genius'' of the western bishops, but they could 
not have been more concerned than Hughes in New York or 
Fenwick in Boston. It seems likely that the ethnic 
factor was at work here; indeed, several of the early 
Catholic schools in Boston served the city's small German 
population. 
This appears to bear out our hypothesis that 
organization and support of a system of alternative 
religious schools required not only a sense of being in 
conflict with the religious character of the common 
schools, but also a close-knit ethnic community concerned 
to preserve its language and culture. The Irish 
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Catholics along the eastern seaboard were clear enough 
that the common schools did not support their own 
educational goals for their children, but it was not 
until after their much-acclaimed participation in the 
Civil War that they began to acquire the self-confidence 
as a community that permitted them to build a system 
that, in Massachusetts, served 61,570 students by the 
year 1899. 
II. The Attack on Non-Public Schools 
• 
HORACE MANN AGAINST PRIVATE EDUCATION 
Kaestle and Vinovskis observe that ''Mann and other 
reformers presented the defeat of private schooling as a 
major objective." It is important to ask why. Perhaps 
the fullest presentation of Mann's views is found in a 
long series of articles that he wrote for the ~~~~~Q 
School Journal starting in May 1839, 34 in which he asked 
"the professional men of Massachusetts," 
Has not the course which some of you have pursued 
in relation to the education of your own children 
tended to reduce the reputation of our excellent 
free school system? The consciousness 
that they are attending a school unworthy of the 
patronage of those whom they have been led to 
regard as the better part of the community, will 
degrade the children of the less-favored classes 
in their own estimation, and destroy that self-
respect which is essential to improvement either 
in science or in morals. This feeling of 
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degradation will hang like a millstone about the 
necks of the children of the poor 
Equally seriously, the perpetuation of two classes 
of schools would lead to social and national disunity, 
''and so proves an injury to all classes.'' 35 
No one cause contributes so much to introduce the 
terms and the distinctions of other countries 
into our favored land in this way, the 
distinctions of the dark ages, and of 
aristocratic governments, will be revived on 
these happy shores. 
Mann made a similar argument in his fl£~! g~E~£! 
(February 1838): the private school tended to draw away 
the "best scholars'' and the children of those parents 
most influential and thus able to assure that common 
schools were of high quality. In so doing they 
depressed the education available to "more than five-
sixths of the children in the state ... dependant upon 
the common schools for instruction." Equally seriously, 
they reinforced social distinctions:36 
It is on this common platform, that a general 
acquaintanceship should be formed between the 
children of the same neighborhood. It is here, 
that the affinities of a common nature should 
unite them together so as to give the advantages 
of pre-occupancy and a stable possession to 
fraternal feelings, against the alienating 
competitions of later life. 
So far the argument is the same as that advanced, at 
much greater length, in the articles in the Common 
School Journal. But Mann strikes two additional notes 
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in his E.~P.QI.!: The first is a bold assertion, 
introduced in passing, of the idea that children belong 
ultimately to the State, which must watch over their 
early formation to assure that its own ends are met. 
Mann writes, 
After the state shall have secured to all its 
children, that basis of knowledge and morality, 
which is indispensable to its own security; 
after it shall have supplied them with the 
instruments of that individual prosperity, whose 
aggregate will constitute its own social 
prosperity; then they may be emancipated from 
its tutelage, each one to go withsoever his well-
instructed mind shall determine. At this point, 
seminaries for higher learning, academies and 
universities, should stand ready to receive, at 
private cost, all whose path to any ultimate 
destination may lie through their halls 
[emphasis added]. 
In other words, the State must control elementary 
education, in order to assure that all of its future 
citizens receive a common and uniform instruction, but 
need not control secondary and higher education. It was 
at those levels that pre-professional training occurred, 
and Mann was ready to concede that inequa 1 it ies of 
fortune or of ability could lead students in different 
directions at that point. What he was not willing to 
concede, however, was that parents might demand for their 
children differing forms of preparation at the stage when 
the ''basis of knowledge and morality'' is being laid. 
Mann's first concern about non-public elementary 
schools, then, was that they would tend to enhance social 
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distinctions or, at least, frustrate the homogenizing 
role of the common school. A second objection to 
private schools introduced in the .!3o~.E9..!:.! had to do with 
the religious motivations that caused some parents to 
seek such schools. Here Mann allowed his strong 
feelings against ''sectarian• religion to show: 
Amongst any people, sufficiently advanced in 
intelligence to perceive that hereditary opinions 
on religious subjects [that is, the beliefs of 
parents] are not always coincident with truth, it 
cannot be overlooked, that the tendency of the 
private school system is to assimilate our modes 
of education to those of England, where churchmen 
and dissenters,--each sect according to its own 
creed,--maintain separate schools, in which 
children are taught, from their tenderest years, 
to wield the sword of polemics with fatal 
dexterity; and where the gospel, instead of being 
a temple of peace, is converted into an armory of 
deadly weapons, for social, interminable warfare. 
Of such disastrous consequences, there is but one 
remedy and one preventive. It is the elevation 
of the common schools. 
True religious conviction, then, could only support 
universal and compulsory public schooling; the spirit 
that would call for an education based on religious 
confession was that of sectarian fanaticism and not of 
real religion, 
disregarded. 37 
and thus could and should be 
Mann returned to this theme in his flf!g .!3o~.E9..!:.! of 
1842, in connection with a school founded by the Shaker 
community in Shirley. The Shakers had refused to allow 
their teacher to be examined or their school inspected by 
town authorities, and it appears that Shakers in the town 
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of Harvard were moving in the same direction. Mann 
described it as fortunate that "if such a case must 
arise," it had "occurred amongst a sect, where the 
authority of numbers is not added to the weight of 
example" and "in a place, where all the residents upon 
the territory embrace one faith, and where, therefore, 
the children of parents who hold other views are not 
involved in the consequences of this violation of the 
law.'' That is, the danger to his reforms was not as 
great as if the orthodox Protestants or (a little later) 
the Roman Catholics had taken the same steps in 
communities in which they were preponderant. 
Nevertheless, Mann looked upon this as a very dangerous 
example: 38 
If a difference of opinion, on collateral 
subjects, were to lead to secession, and to 
exclusive educational establishments among us, it 
is obvious that all the multiplication of power 
which is now derived from union and concert of 
action would be lost. if once the 
principle of secession be admitted, because of 
differences in religious opinion, all hope of 
sustaining the system itself must be abandoned . 
. . . our school system,--alike the glory of the 
past, and the hope of the future, would be broken 
into fragments. Civilization would 
counter-march, retracing its steps far more 
rapidly than it had ever advanced; and, amid the 
impulses of human selfishness, and the rancor of 
spiritual pride, the heaven-descended precept, to 
"love one another," would practically pass into 
oblivion. whoever would instigate 
desertion, or withdraw resources, from the common 
cause is laboring, either ignorantly or wilfully, 
to shroud the land in the darkness of the middle 
ages, and to reconstruct those oppressive 
institutions, of former times, from which our 
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fathers achieved the deliverance of this country. 
If this seems rather extreme language to apply to 
the desire of the world-shunning Shakers to be left alone 
to raise their foster children, it is an indication of 
how much Mann believed was at stake in his efforts to 
insist upon a single system of elementary education under 
State direction. No doubt he was actually aiming his 
broadside at a more threatening challenge: the decision, 
the previous year, of the Presbyterian General Assembly 
to call upon every congregation to form a school. 
was still under attack by Frederick Packard 
Mann 
(for 
example, in the orthodox Presbyterian Princeton Re~iew in 
1841) for excluding Christian doctrine from the common 
school, and Packard had attempted to draw the 
Massachusetts Congregational General Association into the 
fray. 
Mann's opposition to private schooling--or, in this 
case, to diversity within "public'' schooling--had to do 
with theological as well as social and political views, 
all of them distrusting the capacity of the society to 
accommodate real diversity of beliefs and values without 
experiencing fatal divisions. 
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DUTTON RALLIES CONGREGATIONALIST OPPOSITION 
There was in fact a certain amount of interest 
within the Congregationalist General Association of 
Massachusetts during the 1840s in the possibility of 
founding private schools "in which all the fundamental 
doctrines of Christianity could be taught," though this 
should be a last resort because of the importance of 
retaining an influence over the common schools.39 A 
devastating counter-attack was mounted by the Rev. W. s. 
Dutton in ~~~ ~~Sl~~~~£, a Congregationalist journal 
published in New Haven, in an article entitled "The 
Proposed Substitution of Sectarian for Public Schools." 
Dutton's article was serialized, with expressions of 
strong approval, in Mann's Common School Journal the same 
year. 48 
Dutton deplored the interest on the part of several 
denominations, including Roman Catholics and 
Episcopalians, in developing "schools which would be 
under their exclusive supervision,'' but his immediate 
concern was clearly with the recent developments in the 
orthodox wing of the Presbyterian and some elements of 
the Congregationalist denomination. "It is with 
mortification and impatience," he wrote, "that we now see 
a movement virtually to subvert our common schools, so 
beneficent for purposes of unity and harmony, on the 
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ground that they are not sufficiently sectarian.'' 
In addition to a variety of practical and financial 
difficulties with this effort, it was highly threatening 
to the most critical mission of schooling in a democratic 
society, the development of an enlightened and unified 
citizenry. The system of common schools served a high 
purpose: 
It is in accordance with the nature and 
necessities of our free institutions, with the 
comprehensive character of Christianity, and with 
the liberal spirit of the age. 
The influence of the church school system, on the 
other hand, will be sectarian, divisive, narrow, 
clannish, anti-republican. 
For Dutton, as for Benjamin Franklin a century 
before, the common school had a particularly significant 
role in relation to an immigrant population. 
It is unnecessary to dwell upon the importance of 
assimilating the people of this country,--of 
making them one in character and in spirit, and 
of the value of institutions and influences for 
this end; The value of educational 
institutions and influences, having this 
assimilating and uniting tendency, as have common 
schools eminently, can not be easily exaggerated 
in their relation to our native population, and 
especially in their relation to our immigrant 
population. As they come hither from all 
sections, nations and religions of Europe, it is 
important that their children should be neither 
uneducated, nor educated by themselves,--that 
they find here educational institutions for the 
whole people, which will command their 
confidence, and secure the attendance of their 
children. 
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This did not mean that instruction under 
denominational auspices was not appropriate as a 
supplemental measure, but it should not represent the 
core of education. 
The children of this country, of whatever 
parentage, should, not wholly, but to a certain 
extent, be educated together,--be educated, not 
as Baptists, or Methodists, or Episcopalians, or 
Presbyterians; not as Roman Catholics or 
Protestants, still less as foreigners in language 
or spirit, but as Americans, as made of one blood 
and citizens of the same free country,--educated 
to be one harmonious people. This, the common 
school system, if wisely and liberally conducted, 
is well fitted, in part at least, to accomplish. 
While it does not profess to give a complete 
education, and allows ample opportunity for 
instruction and training in denominational 
peculiarities elsewhere, it yet brings the 
children of all sects together, gives them, to a 
limited extent, a common or like education, and, 
by such education, and by the commingling, 
acquaintance and fellowship which it involves, in 
the early, unprejudiced and impressible periods 
of life, assimilates and unites them. 
Proposals for denominational schools thus 
represented a profound threat to American society. It 
is clear that Dutton was not so much concerned by the 
prospect of Presbyterian schools as by the withdrawal of 
the patronage of one of the most respectable elements in 
the community from the common schools--this is similar to 
Horace Mann's concern about the "professional men"-- and 
also the implicit support which that would give to the 
desire of Roman Catholics for their own schools, in which 
their unAmerican characteristics would be reinforced. 
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And it is with serious regret that we see it 
recommended and zealously urged to substitute for 
this common school system, a system of dividing 
children into sectarian schools for the avowed 
purpose of teaching them sectarian 
peculiarities,--a system which is fitted to lay 
deep in the impressible mind of childhood the 
foundations of divisions and alienations,--a 
system well fitted to drive the children of 
foreigners, and especially of Roman Catholics, 
into clans by themselves, where ignorance and 
prejudice respecting the native population, and a 
spirit remote from the American, and hostile to 
the Protestant, will be fostered in them. 
Not that there was, in Dutton's judgment, a real 
prospect of the creation of a Catholic system of schools, 
or even a serious intention of doing so. After all, he 
wrote, it was common knowledge that 
the Roman Catholic church never has, in any 
country, secured, or favored, the education of 
all her people; and in this country, she 
is not strongly disposed, and, if she were, would 
be unable, such is the poverty of a large 
proportion of her members, to sustain schools 
adequate for the purpose. Nothing is more 
certain than that, between the invincible 
repugnance of that church to send her children to 
schools of other churches avowedly sectarian, and 
her indisposition and inability to maintain 
adequate schools of her own, large masses of her 
children would be left to ignorance with all its 
dangers, crimes and miseries. 
This was the first time, Mann wrote as editor, "so 
far as we know, in which the policy of abolishing the 
present system of Common schools, and establishing in 
their stead half a dozen or more kinds of sectarian 
schools, has received a full discussion in any periodical 
in this country." 41 With increasing Catholic 
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immigration, it would not be the last; there would be 
repeated attempts to overwhelm with scorn the proposals 
to organize schools on a denominational basis. Another 
Connecticut Congregationalist minister returned to the 
topic five years later, with even more vehemence. 
HORACE BUSHNELL AND THE THREAT OF DISMEMBERMENT 
Horace Bushnell delivered a "public fast day sermon'' 
in Hartford in 1853 on the role of the common school in 
relation to Catholic immigrants; his attack upon the 
desire of Catholic leaders for their own schools achieved 
special resonance because of his wide reputation as an 
advocate of undoctrinal religious teaching of children, 
not only as a political necessity in a pluralistic 
society, but also as far the best form of ''Christian 
nurture.'' 
Bushnell had achieved considerable fame--and 
notoriety--in 1847 for a little book, published then 
quickly withdrawn by the Massachusetts Sabbath School 
Society, called ~i~~Q~~~~~ Q~ fQ~i~~i~~ ~~~~~~~· The 
heart of his argument was that the churches and Christian 
parents should concentrate on bringing up children as 
Christians, rather than rely entirely upon a later 
conversion when the heart was already steeped in sin. 
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At a time when many were wearying of the revival 
agitation "got up" by Lyman Beecher, Charles Finney and 
others in the preceding decades, Bushnell urged that, if 
possible, the child ''is to open on the world as one that 
is spiritually renewed, not remembering the time when he 
went through a technical experience, but seeming rather 
to have loved what is good from his earliest years." 42 
Parents should concentrate upon teaching their children a 
feeling of love for God, rather than upon any particular 
doctrines, and reinforcing the natural good and reverence 
that was already in the child's heart. 
Bushnell struck a chord that found response across 
the theological spectrum. The principal Unitarian 
organ, the Christian Examiner of Boston, gave his book an 
enthusiastic review, asserting that "were its views 
generally adopted, they would revolutionize the life of 
the Christian world," and noting that there was a 
''peculiar harmony between the views presented by Dr. 
Bushnell and those which we have been accustomed to 
cherish. we do not know that we have any distinct 
objection to offer to any one of Dr. Bushnell's main 
positions. They state our own faith, expounded from 
another point of view " 4 3 
With endorsement from such a quarter, it is not 
surprising that many of the orthodox attacked Bushnell's 
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book, and that the Sabbath School Society came under the 
pressure which led to its temporary withdrawal from 
circulation. Curiously, though, it met with a certain 
amount of approval from the ultra-orthodox Professor 
Charles Hodge, in the pages of the ~£i~~~~~~ ~~~i~~· 
Hodge pointed out that Bushnell's stress on "organic, as 
distinguished from individual life" 
represents a great and obvious truth: a truth 
which, however novel it may appear to many of our 
New England brethren, is as familiar to 
Presbyterians as household words. it still 
has power to give his Discourses very much of an 
''Old-School'' cast, and to render them in a high 
degree attractive and hopeful in our estimation. 
Bushnell's stress on a child's participation and 
growth in the faith of his family was similar to that of 
Calvinists on the ''covenant of grace." Thus Hodge found 
that he could commend two truths upon which Bushnell had 
stumbled (for he did not believe that Bushnell really 
understood why he was right!): 44 
First, the fact that there is such a divinely 
constituted relation between the piety of parents 
and that of their children, as to lay a 
scriptural foundation for a confident 
expectation, in the use of the appointed means, 
that the children of believers will become truly 
the children of God. A second truth 
is that parental nurture, or Christian 
training, is the great means for the salvation of 
the children of the church. 
This was by no means to say that Bushnell--though 
considered orthodox by New England Congregationalist 
standards--was anything but an awkward ally to true 
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orthodoxy as understood in Princeton. Hodge picked up 
the consonance of Bushnell's optimistic anthropology with 
that of Schleiermacher, with his teaching that "Christ 
introduced a new life-principle into the world," on the 
basis of which godliness could now develop in the 
personality as a natural growth. 45 
The complaint against his book is because 
he has not rested [his argument] upon the 
covenant and promise of God, but resolved the 
whole matter into organic laws, explaining away 
both depravity and grace, and presented the 
"whole subject in a naturalistic attitude.'' It 
is this that renders his book so attractive to 
Unitarians, and so alarming, with all its 
excellencies, to the orthodox. 
This background of Bushnell's thinking about 
''Christian nurture'' helps to explain why he took so much 
more serious a view than did most contemporary 
evangelicals of the prospect of Catholic schools. 
Believing, as he did, that religious and other sentiments 
were shaped by a process of nurture rather than by divine 
intervention and conversion, he was deeply concerned that 
the nurture of the children of immigrants not be under 
the direction of the Catholic clergy, with their presumed 
determination to replicate old-world patterns of 
authority in the service of error in the New. 
Ironically enough, it was because he shared with 
Catholic educators the conviction that early nurture was 
of extreme importance that Bushnell's opposition to their 
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claims to educate the children of their denomination was 
particularly vehement. He showed none of the pragmatic 
tolerance that had led New York Governor Seward some 
years earlier to recognize that "the children of 
foreigners are too often deprived of the 
advantages of our system of public education, in 
consequence of prejudice arising from differences of 
language or religion," and to "recommend the 
establishment of schools in which they may be instructed 
by teachers speaking the same language with themselves 
and professing the same faith."" 46 For Bushnell, too 
much was at stake. 
Americans had been extremely generous, he told his 
audience in Hartford, in admitting immigrants to all the 
privileges of a free society, but 
they are not content, but are just now returning 
our generosity by insisting that we must excuse 
them and their children from being wholly and 
properly American. 
The ungrateful Catholic immigrants wanted 
ecclesiatical schools, whether German, French, or 
Irish: any kind of schools but such as are 
American, and will make Americans of their 
children. 
Bushnell saw a mighty struggle shaping up, provoked 
by the Ca tho 1 ic opponents of the common schoo 1, who had 
behaved with insincerity if not perfidy. In particular, 
he saw the menace of European-style clericalism in the 
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request--pressed in several cities in the early 1850s--
for tax support for Catholic schools. 
It has been clear for some years past, from the 
demonstrations of our Catholic clergy and their 
people, and particularly of the clergy, that they 
were preparing for an assault upon the common 
school system, hitherto in so great favor with 
our countrymen; complaining, first, of the Bible 
as a sectarian book in the schools, and then, as 
their complaints have begun to be accommodated by 
modifications that amount to a discontinuance, 
more or less complete, of religious instruction 
itself, of our "godless scheme of education 
Evidently the time has now come, and the 
issue of life or death to common schools is 
joined for trial. The ground is taken, the flag 
raised, and there is to be no cessation, till the 
question is forever decided, whether we are to 
have common schools in our country or not." 
Unlike Dutton, Bushnell did not admit that the 
challenge to the common school was coming from orthodox 
Protestants as well as Catholics; he presented the 
common school as the quintessential Protestant 
institution, an essential aspect of the national 
heritage. Speaking as though the society were still as 
homogeneous as in colonial New England, he insisted that 
we have had the common school as a fundamental 
institution from the first--in our view a 
Protestant institution--associated with all our 
religious convictions, opinions, and the public 
sentiment of our Protestant society. We are 
still, as Americans, a Protestant people 
Bushnell articulated a "high" position of the role 
of the state in education, one that indeed had much in 
common with the views of the Jacobin party at the time of 
the French Revolution and with their sympathizers among 
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the educational theorists of the early American Republic. 
He declared that 
the common school is, in fact, an integral part 
of the civil order. It is no eleemosynary 
institution, erected outside of the state, but is 
itself a part of the public law, as truly so as 
are the legislatures and judicial courts. 
the teachers are as truly functionaries of the 
law as the constables, prison-keepers, inspectors 
and coroners. an application against 
common schools, is so far an application for the 
dismemberment and reorganization of the civil 
order of the state. the civil order may as 
well be disbanded, and the people given over to 
their ecclesiastics, to be ruled by them in as 
many clans of religion as they see fit to make. 
Thus claims that the family and the church shared primary 
responsibility for education were rejected by this 
clergyman; those of the latter were a direct assault 
upon national unity and the civil order. 
Bushnell saw the common school as a primary 
instrument of the State to create social cohesion, and 
considered this instrumental role as far the most 
important function of the school, above the teaching of 
skills or the enhancement of individual opportunities. 
This great institution, too, of common schools, 
is not only a part of the state, but is 
imperiously wanted as such, for the common 
training of so many classes and conditions of 
people. There needs to be some place where, in 
early childhood, they may be brought together and 
made acquainted with each other Without 
common schools the disadvantage that 
accrues to the state, in the loss of so much 
character, and so many cross ties of mutua 1 
respect and generous appreciation, the 
embittering so fatally of all outward 
distinctions, and the propagation of so many 
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misunderstandings weakens immensely, the 
security of the state, and even of its liberties. 
Given this high view of the school as an instrument 
of the State, Bushnell could not accept the existence of 
private schools as a harmless exercise of freedom. 
Common schools are nurseries thus of 
republic, private schools of factions, 
agrarian laws, and contests of force. 
a free 
cabals, 
Such schools were a menace to society, and their 
religious justification was in fact no justification at 
all: 
The arrangement is not only unchristian, but it 
is thoroughly un-American, hostile at every point 
to our institutions themselves. 
Immigrants must cease abusing the hospitality and 
good will of their American hosts by rejecting the most 
essential institution of the society. They must not be 
allowed to recreate the divisions of the Old World in the 
New. 
We bid them welcome as they come, and open to 
their free possession all the rights of our 
American citizenship. They, in turn, forbid 
their children to be Americans, pen them as 
foreigners to keep them so, and train them up in 
the speech of Ashdod among us .. Our only answer 
to such demands is, "No! take your place with us 
in our common schools, and consent to be 
Americans, or else go back to Turkey, where 
Mohammedans, Greeks, Armenians, Jews are walled 
up by the laws themselves, forbidding them ever 
to pass over or change their superstitions '' 
I said go back to Turkey--that is unnecessary. 
If we do not soon prepare a state of Turkish 
order and felicity here, by separating and 
folding our children thus, in the stringent 
limits of religious non-acquaintance and 
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consequent animosity, it will be because the laws 
of human nature and society have failed. 
Parochial schools would provide un-American 
education, and their students would not acquire those 
attitudes and loyalties essential to American society. 
They will be shut up in schools that do not teach 
them what, as Americans, they most of all need to 
know, the political geography and political 
history of the world, the rights of humanity, the 
struggles by which those rights are vindicated, 
and the glorious rewards of liberty and social 
advancement that follow. They will be 
instructed mainly into the foreign prejudices and 
superstitions of their fathers, and the state, 
which proposes to be clear of all sectarian 
affinities in religion, will pay the bills! 
The context of these remarks is the common practice, at 
the time, of presenting the Protestant s tr ugg l es of the 
Reformation as the precursors of nineteenth century 
liberties, and the Catholic Counter-Reformation as the 
very model of tyranny. Naturally Catholic schools would 
not present history in those terms, and they were 
explicitly intended to teach children the ''superstitions 
of their fathers." 
Abandonment of the common school would also mean the 
failure of its religious mission, its all-important task 
of teaching a generic Christianity as the basis of social 
order. After all, if Catholics insisted on teaching 
their foreign prejudices and superstitions, why should 
not free-thinkers organize schools around the equally un-
American views of Tom Paine and other scoffers at 
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religion? Indeed, 
many children, now in our public schools, will be 
gathered into schools of an atheistical or half-
pagan character, where they will be educated in a 
contempt of all order and decency 
The Catholic clergy were acting contrary not only to 
the interests of American society, Bushnell believed, but 
also contrary to the long-term interests of their own 
church, since future generations would reject those who 
had attempted to deprive them of American liberty in the 
form of its central institution, the common school. He 
insisted that 
they who exclude themselves are not Americans, 
and are not acting in their complaints or 
agitations, on any principle that meets the tenor 
of our American institutions. their 
children of the coming time will at last find a 
way to be Americans; if not under the Pope and 
by the altars, then without them. 
Bushnell found it "a dark and rather mysterious 
providence, that we have thrown upon us, to be our 
fellow-citizens, such multi tudes of people, depressed, 
for the most part, in character, instigated by prejudices 
so intense against our religion." It was his hope, 
however, that through the common school "we may be 
gradually melted into one homogeneous people." 47 
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THE GATHERING PROTESTANT CONSENSUS ON RELIGIOUS SCHOOLING 
If Dutton and Bushnell achieved particular resonance 
with their attacks on sectarian schooling from the 
perspective of religious orthodoxy, they were not alone 
in their position. The initial interest, among some 
native-born Protestants, in an alternative to the non-
sectarian character of "common school religion,'' was 
quickly derailed by what was perceived as the threat of 
Catholic determination to reproduce European religious 
divisions on American soil. 
As early as 1844, the Congregationalist journal New 
~~g1~~£~£ observed that the Catholic immigrants were 
''incomparably the most ignorant class of our population," 
and insisted on the importance of educating them in the 
common schools, even if that required the sacrifice of 
much of the distinctively religious character of those 
schools. 48 
It is better that Roman Catholic children should 
be educated in public schools in which the Bible 
is not read, than that they should not be 
educated at all, or educated in schools under the 
absolute control of their priesthood. 
Also in 1844, the Methodist bishops warned in an 
address to the General Confidence of the intention of 
"Papal Rome'' to ''wield the mighty engine of education to 
mould the minds of the rising generation in conformity to 
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the doctrines of their creed," in order to "assert and 
establish its monstrous pretensions in countries never 
subject to its authority. With these weapons 
the Papa 1 power has invaded Protestant communi ties with 
such success as should awaken and unite the energies of 
the evangelical Churches of Christ in every part of the 
world." 49 
The same year, Hiram Ketchum of New York addressed 
the American Bible Society's annual meeting on the recent 
controversies in that city caused by Catholic demands for 
support for their schools, in which he had been the 
primary spokesman for the Public School Society and thus 
opponent of Catholic claims.50 
Friends blamed us for having made too great 
sacrifices for the sake of quiet. We said we 
want to educate these children for the sake of 
society; we want to make Americans of them--to 
make them think and feel as Americans about 
American institutions and American people. But 
that was not what the Roman priests wanted 
They knew that in these schools the spirit of 
liberty would be growing up in their children's 
hearts; they would begin to exercise their right 
of private judgment, and this might diminish 
their respect for their spiritual fathers. They 
did not want it so. 
The expressions of concern and of anti-Catholic 
sentiment stimulated by these controversies in New York 
City in 1840 were mild compared with those a decade 
later, when the numbers of Catholics had grown and they 
had begun to behave in a more assertive fashion in 
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calling for a share of tax support for their schools. 
The central figure of the earlier furore, Bishop (now 
Archbishop) John Hughes of New York helped to stir 
feelings up again with a widely-publicized sermon in 1850 
on "The Decline of Protestantism and Its Causes." Sl 
Protestantism pretends to have discovered a great 
secret. Protestantism startles our eastern 
borders occasionally on the intention of the Pope 
with regard to the Valley of the Mississippi, and 
dreams that it has made a wonderful discovery. 
Not at all. Everybody should know it. 
Everybody should know that we have for our 
mission to convert the world--including the 
inhabitants of the United States,--the people of 
the cities, and the people of the country, the 
officers of the navy and the marines, commanders 
of the army, the Legislatures, the Senate, the 
Cabinet, the President, and all! 
This aggressive spirit was applied especially to the 
issue of education; in 1852 Hughes' organ the Freeman's 
~2~~~~1 and other Catholic papers called on Catholics 
everywhere to demand tax support for their schools or, at 
the very least, the banning of Bible-reading in public 
schools. Such efforts were mounted in a dozen states, 
evoking massive Protestant reaction. 
This reaction had an abrupt effect on those 
Protestant denominations that were flirting with the idea 
of creating their own elementary schools. Creating 
sectarian schools, a Congregationalist journal argued in 
1852, would have disastrous consequences. "The present 
system" of common schools, the l~~~E~~~~~!_ pointed out, 
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is an important check against Romanism; that [i.e. a 
system of denominational schools] would contribute to the 
strength and progress of the Roman system." 52 
Similar voices were raised within other 
denominations. An Episcopalian journal, the Church 
------
Re~iew, pointed in 1855 to 
simultaneous and adroitly planned efforts put 
forth in all parts of the country, on the part of 
the Romish priesthood, either to banish the Bible 
from our Public Schools, so as to make them 
absolutely atheistic in character, or else to 
break down the whole Common School System 
altogether. 
Interest, within the Episcopal Church, in organizing a 
system of denominational elementary schools quickly faded 
away in response to the Catholic challenge.53 
A similar process took place among the Dutch 
Reformed in the mid-Atlantic states. In 1851 their 
weekly the Christian Intelligencer was asking whether the 
denomination should be forming its own schools, but in 
1853 it warned about the Catholic threat and defended the 
common school. 5 4 As noted above, among the recent 
Dutch immigrants to the Mid-West, fresh from the "school 
struggle" in the Netherlands, a very different attitude 
prevailed. 
The same year the Baptist journal the ~h~i~!i~~ 
~~~i~~ published an extended article on "The Catholics 
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and the School Question," reviewing recent developments 
which seemed highly threatening.55 The author begins by 
noting that 
It is a somewhat remarkable coincidence that just 
as the Popular Educational Institutions of this 
country are beginning to attract the attention, 
and win the respect of enlightened men in the Old 
World, a systematic effort should be set on foot 
here to retard their efficiency, if not to effect 
their ruin, by destroying their catholic 
character, and making them the propagandists of a 
sect. That the measures which the Papists are 
now pursuing, in relation to our common schools, 
are the result of system and combination is 
manifest from the fact that, from New York to 
Cincinnati, from Baltimore to Detroit, they are 
enlisted in the same crusade 
This was fair enough; as we have seen, there was a 
coordinated effort by Catholics to raise the school 
question at this point, though for the sake of their own 
children and not with a design to deny common schoo 1 s for 
those who wanted them. 
Compromises had been made, the author pointed out, 
because of the transcendent importance of maintaining the 
common school as the unifying institution of the society. 
It was an evil to take the Bible from the 
schools, but it would have been a greater evil to 
have sanctioned a system of sectarian schools to 
be supported by general taxation. 
It is striking that an evangelical publication was 
prepared to sacrifice the role of the Bible in education 
for the maintenance of a unitary system, though it should 
be noted that Baptists, always particularly strong 
supporters of the separation of church and state from 
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their anabaptist perspective, had never been strong 
advocates of sectarian schools or of explicit doctrinal 
instruction in public schools. 
The Catholic leadership was demonstrating by its 
actions, the ~.h£.i~.!.i~!! B~~.i~~ believed, that it did not 
share the transcendent goal of national unity. 
The only relation of the Papists in this country 
to our common school system, is that which is 
disclosed by their criticisms upon, and their 
complaints against it, and their efforts to 
modify or destroy it. 
These Catholic leaders were not unrealistic in 
seeing the common school as a threat, the author 
believed, though it was not because their claims of 
Protestant indoctrination were justified. The very 
strengths of the common school were threatening to 
"popery": 
If they are Protestant it is because they 
cultivate a piety which is the growth of 
religious knowledge, and whose highest fruit on 
earth is a virtuous life, and encourage personal 
independence and freedom of thought. If they 
are unfriendly to the Roman Catholic church, they 
are so only because they give the Bible a place 
in their instructions, and promote the spread of 
intelligence among the people. 
By contrast, sectarian schools were profoundly subversive 
of American society, productive of disunity, and promised 
future con£ 1 ict. 
How can it be otherwise than that the children 
thus taught and reared, should regard themselves 
as separated from other classes, and look upon 
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all their interests as distinct from, if not 
opposed to, those of the rest of the community. 
They are not instructed in reference to 
the nature of our government, and the spirit of 
our institutions. But what is more, they are 
inspired with the most active jealousy, if not 
filled with the most bitter hatred, of all other 
denominations of Christians. 
For the ~!:!Ii~!i~!! g~~i~~ as for Horace Bushnell, a 
great deal was at stake in the Catholic challenge to 
common schoo 1 s. They saw two visions of society in 
confrontation. Their own found its highest expression in 
an idealized portrait of the common school, while they 
attributed to their Catholic opponents all the worst 
motivations of the Counter-Reformation as portrayed in a 
whole genre of conspiracy literature of the time. 
It is because this system realizes, in so 
adequate a manner, its true end--the promotion of 
intelligence and virtue--and fosters in its 
disciples so high a degree of personal dignity 
and independence, that the leaders of the Roman 
Church hate, and seek to cripple or destroy it. 
But they must not be successful. 
III. Summary 
New England schools before the "common school 
movement'' that began in the 1830s were usually explicitly 
religious, even doctrinal in their teaching, but they 
were unselfconsciously so. Schools created deliberately 
to provide a traditional religious alternative to 
publicly-controlled schools were a reaction to the rise 
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of the nineteenth-century "common school" with its 
unifying intent and its non-sectarian but religious 
content. It was the religious agenda of the common 
school, as elaborated by Mann and others, that elicited a 
demand for schools that served alternative religious 
agendas. 
This urge was felt in a number of denominations, but 
produced lasting results only in those cases where the 
seed fell in the receptive soil of a distinct and self-
consciously minority ethnic community. Those immigrant 
groups that brought with them traditions of European 
conflicts over the religious mission of popular 
education, and were therefore clear about the 
significance of this issue, were especially likely to 
found and maintain such schools. For the denominations 
rooted in American traditions, however strongly they may 
have felt about their particular doctrinal views, there 
was always an uncertainty about the wisdom of breaking 
the solidarity of Protestant/American domination of the 
institutional means of the socialization of immigrants. 
As might be expected, Mann and other education 
reformers reacted extremely negatively to the existence 
of schools not under public control. Mann objected to 
the social class distinctions that these were said to 
perpetuate (though the schools that the reform efforts 
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drove out of existence were not elite institutions), and 
also to the threat they represented to the development of 
unified commitments and loyalties on the part of the 
rising generation. This reaction was predictable--non-
public schools were a direct threat to the reform program 
of social progress and unity through a universal and 
uniform popular education. 
Opposition came also from those orthodox Protestant 
quarters that might have been expected to seek to provide 
for the education of their own members in their 
distinctive beliefs. Despite many early expressions of 
interest in such denominational schools, the 
controversies that arose in the early 1840s and, much 
more strongly, a decade later as a result of Catholic 
efforts to obtain tax support for their schools drove 
orthodox Protestants (with the exception of some marginal 
immigrant groups) into alliance with the education 
reformers in defense of the common school as the school 
for all Americans. 
As we saw in the case of Horace Bushnell, the 
growing opposition to religious schools among 
traditionally religious Protestants was the effect not 
only of the heavy foreign immigration (mostly Irish and 
German) which began in the late 1840s, but also of a 
changing appreciation of the role of nurture as 
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contrasted with conversion in the transmission of faith. 
Although revivals continued in this period, such key 
revivalists as Charles Finney and Lyman Beecher turned to 
leadership in higher education, and the denominations 
grew more self-consciously protective of their own 
membership and relative positions. Founding of hundreds 
of denominational colleges was one of the forms that 
this concern took; in this way the future elite would 
develop a loyalty to the denomination that presided over 
its higher education. Denominational energies were thus 
devoted to the training of leadership, while "Christian 
nurture" was entrusted to the common school. 
The immigrant threat created near unanimity among 
Protestant leaders, by the early 1850s, in support of the 
common schoo 1. It is interesting to speculate whether 
systems of denominational elementary schools would have 
developed, at least in some parts of the country, had 
evangelicals discovered ''nurture'' a decade or two before 
the Catholic immigration reached disturbing proportions. 
Liberal Protestants did believe strongly in nurture 
(and distrusted ''conversion") during the first decades of 
the nineteenth century, when Evangelical energies were 
devoted to revivalism and to missionary enterprise. 
They shaped a form of "common school religion" that, for 
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a time at least, gave a distinctively Liberal Protestant 
flavor to common schools and to the normal schools in 
which common school teachers were trained. 
As Orthodox Protestants began to take nurture more 
seriously, they became concerned about the limitation of 
doctrinal religious instruction, but the perceived threat 
of sectarian Catholic schools (increased by aggressive 
Catholic moves in 1840 and 1852) quickly drove them into 
alliance with the Liberal Protestant reformers. This 
led them, paradoxically, to support further limitation of 
the religious content of schooling. 
********* 
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CHAPTER NINE 
The Triumph of the Common School 
The preceding chapters have described only the first 
stages of the process by which the common school came to 
be one of the dominant institutions of American life, 
legitimated by a myth of national integration through the 
inculcation of common beliefs and loyalties. 
Let us define again what we mean by "the myth of the 
common school,'' as it emerged in the early nineteenth 
century in France, the Netherlands and the United States. 
''The common school,~ in the thinking of education 
reformers in all three nations, was to be a society-
shaping institution, the most powerful possible means of 
forming the attitudes, loyalties and beliefs of the next 
generation and thus of ''molding citizens'' to a common 
pattern. This ambitious program was promoted by an 
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elite whose primary loyalty was to the dominant ''common 
culture,'' rather than to any of the sub-cultures of 
creed, locality or tradition to which many parents gave 
their loyalty. In Edward Shils's terms, they 
represented the societal "center" in its attempt to 
integrate the various peripheries of an expanding 
society. For these ''common school reformers," the State 
was conceived as ultimate guardian and guarantor of a 
social order in which individuals would be liberated from 
intermediate traditions and loyalties, in the interest of 
progress, enlightenment, and national integration. 
Robert Nisbet's observation that ''the real conflict 
in modern political history has not been, as is so often 
stated, between State and individual, but between State 
and social group," is amply borne out by the process that 
we have traced of the use of State power, through "common 
schools," to undermine competing sources of authority. 
The history of education in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries has been an essential episode in the 
"emancipation of the State from the restrictive network 
of religious, economic, and moral authorities that bound 
it at an earlier time."l 
We have seen that the reformers shared a profound 
mistrust of diversity and of alternative sources of 
meaning, much in the spirit of Thomas Hobbes's 
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description of social groups as "worms in the entrails of 
natural man." Through their efforts a great work of 
cultural homogenization has been carried through, one 
directly dependent upon (and following from) the prior 
disestablishment of the locally-dominant church. In 
this way, in Nisbet's phrase, "the State has risen as the 
dominant institutional force in our society and the most 
evocative symbol of cultural unity and purpose.••2 
The set of ideas and objectives that we have 
characterized as the ''common school agenda'' should not be 
confused with other elements of the case for public 
schooling. The ''myth of the common school'' is not just 
the belief that universal education is a good thing--that 
adults who have had some formal education are better 
citizens, better workers, better parents. Nor is it 
simply the policy resolution that the availability of 
education should be assured for all as a matter of public 
responsibility. Nor is it even the argument that 
someone should define a common content of education--
including aspects of shared culture and political 
assumptions--that every child should master. 
These convictions were closely associated with the 
program of educational reform successfully implemented 
by Horace Mann and others in the early nineteenth 
century, and they continue to enjoy broad assent today. 
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It is unlikely that the reformers could have gained the 
support to implement the more global, society-forming, 
consciousness-structuring aspects of their program had 
they not so effectively built upon general assent to 
other essentially limited objectives. 
This becomes clear when we stop to ask whether the 
objectives outlined above could not have been reached as 
effectively, and with far less continuing conflict, by a 
more modest approach than the ''common school agenda" 
promoted by Mann and others. 
The schooling of an entire people has never depended 
upon the State serving as educator. New England was 
at least as literate--and as schooled--before Horace Mann 
as after him, as several studies have shown. The 
example of France is compelling: some areas have been 
highly literate for three centuries, without government 
intervention, while others long resisted the reforms 
instituted by Guizot.3 
Even granted that, under the conditions of modern 
life, government should appropriately serve as the 
ultimate guarantor of universal education, it is by no 
means clear that it need do so as ''educator of first 
resort." The Nether lands, in which government schoo 1 s 
today serve only about thirty percent of the school-age 
population, has a higher real literacy rate than the 
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United States, where they serve ninety percent. 
Government in the United States chooses to assure the 
availability of other essential public services--such as 
health care services for elderly and low-income patients 
--through a "mixed'' system of public, semi-public and 
private providers. 
While the setting of common standards and goals for 
education in a democracy would seem an appropriate task 
for popularly-elected government, the American experience 
demonstrates that there are viable alternatives. The 
waning impact of standards set by the private-sector 
College Board on the curriculum of a highly-decentralized 
system of secondary education has been blamed for much of 
the confusion and ''dumbing-down'' of that curriculum. 
One of the most powerful instruments of maintaining at 
least a minimum of standards, on the other hand, has been 
the accrediting work of regional associations made up of 
public and private institutions. In both instances 
"semi-public'' initiatives have addressed issues on which 
insufficient concensus existed for government action. 
Is the argument for government as educator a matter 
of efficiency, then? By no means; a number of recent 
studies have found that government-operated ("public") 
schools may be more expensive and produce results 
inferior to those of schools under alternative auspices. 
500 
The most commonly-used argument for the "common 
school''--since Horace Mann--has to do with the avoidance 
of conflict over beliefs and values, yet ironically it 
has been a prolific source of such conflicts in each of 
the nations discussed above. It has turned out to be 
extremely difficult to achieve the goal of instruction 
that, as Mann and Guizot urged, would offend no father 
truly concerned for the welfare of his children. 
Efforts to eliminate the causes of offense have had the 
effect, as we saw in the case of the accommodation of 
Catholic concerns in the 1850's, of producing a 
curriculum as offensive by its omissions as by its 
inclusions. 
The contemporary controversies in Tennessee and in 
Alabama illustrate the futility of seeking a lowest-
common-denominator curriculum. The parent-plaintiffs 
were as offended by what was left out of their children's 
readers as they were by what was put in; as the judge 
observed, ruling in their favor, "many of the 
objectionable passages would be rendered 
inoffensive, or less offensive, in a more balanced 
context." 4 
No, the basic case for the ''common school agenda" 
had to do with control, not with literacy, efficiency, or 
the avoidance of conflict. As Michael Katz has noted, 
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''Only in the educational area, in the reform of human 
nature rather than in the reform of social systems, were 
reformers willing to apply coercion or conceive radically 
new solutions." 5 What has become evident as we 
reviewed the arguments used by its promoters would be 
amply confirmed as systems of popular education were 
actually implemented, later in the nineteenth century. 
FRANCE: L'ecole la'ique 
We have noted the anomaly that the creation of a 
centrally-controlled system of popular education in 
France was the work of a "Liberal" regime attracted, in 
other respects, to the English pattern of a restrained 
use of State power and reliance upon individual 
initiatives to serve the common good. Guizot argued 
that the Revolution of 1792 had rooted out those local 
and traditional institutions that could otherwise have 
been relied upon to shape opinions and habits in ways 
conducive to soc i a 1 peace. It was thus necessary for 
the State to create and make deliberate use of a system 
of popular schooling as ''a guarantee for order and social 
stability." 
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It may well be that this agenda gained the support 
of the local ''notables" without whom little could be 
accomplished because it was introduced by a regime 
reflecting their concern for social stability and 
economic progress, with a mildly anti-clerical flavor. 
The idea of a great army of lay teachers, ''belonging to 
the State, fed by the State'' and ''owing its power and 
direction to the State" was appealing so long as the 
State itself had a very limited agenda to promote. 
The Revolution of 1848 put an end to this period of 
harmony between local leadership and the State apparatus 
of popular education. The more radical wing of the 
Republicans who gained a short-lived power understood 
that education could serve their political goals as well 
as it could those of their opponents. Having extended 
the electorate from 250,000 to over nine million men, the 
Republicans were keenly aware that the conservatism of 
the rural population could be their undoing, as indeed it 
would be. Thus Hippolyte Carnot, Minister of Public 
Instruction, told his colleagues in the National Assembly 
that ''the inauguration of universal suffrage imposed on 
me, as my first duty, the prompt development of primary 
instruction, in order that a large number of citizens 
might understand the interests of the country.'' 
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Car not proposed to make primary education free and 
compulsory, and to further centralize control over 
teachers. In a circular to teachers just before the 
elections he urged them to go among the people and 
explain to them what to look for in a "good 
representative," stressing that a ''worthy peasant'' would 
be preferable to a weal thy and well-educated candidate 
who was ''blinded by interests different from those of the 
mass of peasants." In support of this effort, Carnot 
called upon regional education authorities to prepare 
"Republican catechisms'' for teachers to use.6 
This last-minute effort had little impact; the new 
legislature was distinctly moderate, and Carnot's attempt 
to use State control of popular education for political 
goals contributed to the reaction that elected Louis-
Napoleon Bonaparte as President later the same year. 
Fear of social revolution triumphed over the anti-
clericalism that had characterized the "friends of 
order;" thus Thiers proposed turning primary education 
entirely over to the Catholic clergy: 
The primary school must above all serve 
[character-building) education, and give to 
children the eternal truths of religion and 
morality. Primary education must defend society 
against revolution. Society has been so deeply 
shaken [by the recent events) that it can recover 
its security only by seeing grow up around it new 
generations that will reassure it. 
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Thiers characterized the pr1mary teachers whose 
support Carnot had sought as "thirty-seven thousand 
socialists and communists, true anti-priests." His 
charge was echoed by influential Catholic layman Charles 
Montalembert, who described ''two armies face to face, 
each of about thirty to forty thousand men: the army of 
teachers and the army of priests. The demoralizing and 
anarchical army of teachers must be countered by the army 
of pr iests."7 
The antagonism between teacher and parish priest, 
adumbrated rhetorically in the aftermath of the popular 
revolts of 1848, would become a reality later in the 
century. The conflict was prepared by twenty years of 
collaboration between the Catholic Church and Louis-
Napoleon, 
in which 
who mastered the use of nationwide plebiscites 
the clergy helped to mobilize a series of 
overwhelming votes of support. In exchange the Church 
was given a substantially free hand in education, and 
many local authorities chose to invite teaching 
congregations to provide schooling at public expense. 
The membership of religious orders increased from 37,000 
in 1851 to 190,000 two decades later. The Republican 
opposition was confirmed in its determination to ban 
clerical influence from popular education. 
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One of the most influential of the Republican 
thinkers, Edgar Quinet, stressed that the issue was not 
to keep separate a secular and a spiritual sphere; 
Catholicism was identical with political reaction, and 
the Republic with spiritual progress. In 1789 two 
irreconcilable religions had come into confrontation, 
Jules Michelet argued in his influential history, and the 
future depended upon the victory of the faith expressed 
in the Revolution. Alone among modern nations, Quinet 
wrote in 1846, France had tried to carry out a political 
and social revolution without having completed a 
religious revolution by destroying Catholicism entirely. 
"This liberal," one historian notes,"became a terrorist 
himself when it came to religion, and would have desired 
a half-century of iconoclastic terrorism.••8 
The opportunity of the Republicans to realise their 
own educational program did not come until 1877, when a 
commission chaired by rabid anti-clerical Paul Bert 
proposed a legislative package of more than one hundred 
articles. Over the next few years this program--lay-
controlled teacher-training in each department, 
universal, free and obligatory schooling, and State 
inspection of schools operated by the Church--was enacted 
and implemented as a matter of highest priority for the 
Radical wing of the Republican majority.9 
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The concern of the Radicals was far more with 
assuring the secular and republican content of schooling 
than with using education to bring about social change. 
They did not touch, for example, the existing system of 
two classes of schools for the common people and the 
elite; the Radicals hated religious "fanaticism" more 
than they hated social inequalities. Their educational 
program was a "pre-emptive strike" against clericalism 
and political reaction based in an unenlightened 
electorate. 
In support of this objective the education law of 
1886 required a public elementary school in every 
commune, even if sufficient provision was already 
available in a Catholic school. Instruction in public 
schools could henceforth be given only by lay teachers, 
and these were forbidden to exercise liturgical functions 
(such as being a cantor or reader) in any church, even on 
a voluntary basis. Non-public schools could not use 
anti-republican books that had been forbidden by the 
government, and they would be monitored regularly by 
public officials. 
Three years later elementary teachers became 
employees of the State rather than of municipalities, and 
in 1904 all teaching by religious orders was forbidden. 
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A republican regime committed to personal liberties 
found itself, in the crucial sphere of education, denying 
the right of parents to educate their children in schools 
that corresponded to their own beliefs. Thus Jules 
Ferry, as Minister of Public Instruction, condemned 
Catholic schools as ''establishments which are maintained 
as schools of counter-revolution, where one learns to 
detest and curse all of the ideas which are the honor and 
the purpose of modern France. the youth who come 
out [of Catholic schools are] raised in ignorance and in 
hatred of the ideas that are dear to us. . .. Let this 
go on for ten years more, this blindness, and you will 
see all this lovely system of 1 iberty of instruction 
crowned by a last liberty: the liberty of civil war."9 
Ferry was anti-clerical but not anti-religious; he 
believed that the supreme mission of the Republic, 
through its schools, was to create a new social order 
based upon a new spiritual unity. He--and many of his 
Radical allies--looked for this unity in the Positivism 
of Auguste Comte, who had taught that the ''fixity of 
fundamental maxims" was the basis of a true social order, 
and that the tensions and periodic conflicts in French 
society were the result of the resistance of outmoded 
philosophies to the progress of the scientific spirit. 
Only a consistently positivist education could assure 
that intellectual regeneration necessary to the renewal 
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of society. 
The schools of the Third Republic, then, placed a 
heavy stress upon moral and civic education, as a means 
of "endowing men with a moral tie superior to or at least 
equivalent to that which they once found in supernatural 
beliefs,'' as one of his allies wrote to Ferry in 1879.11 
What was needed was not neutrality, but a new form of 
spiritual authority capable (as Comte had written in 
1824) "of replacing the clergy and organizing Europe 
through education." The common people could never be 
converted to the disinterested love of humanity through 
rational argument, but only through emotional appeals. 
Ferry and others sought to replace the love of God with 
the love of Humanity and of France. 
John Stuart Mill observed, in his essay "On Liberty" 
(1859), 
some of those modern reformers who have placed 
themselves in strongest opposition to the 
religions of the past, have been no way behind 
either churches or sects in their assertion of 
the right of spiritual domination: M. Comte, in 
particular, whose social system ... aims at 
establishing (though by moral more than by legal 
appliances) a despotism of society over the 
indi v idua 1, surpassing anything contemplated in 
the political ideal of the most rigid 
disciplinarian among the ancient philosophers. 
But only in this way, the Radicals believed, could the 
Revolution truly be completed. As Michelet had written 
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in a history that served almost as a sacred text for the 
Radicals,l2 
In the first age, which was the correction of the 
age-old grievances of humankind, al\ elan of 
justice, the Revolution formulated into laws- the 
philosophy of the eighteenth century. In the 
second age, which will come sooner or later, she 
[the Revolution] will transcend the formulas, 
will find her religious faith (on which all the 
laws of politics rest), and in that divine 
liberty which only excellence of heart provides 
she will bear an unknown fruit of goodness, of 
fraternity. 
Or, as his friend Quinet wrote from exile under 
Napoleon III, ''the real education of a people is its 
religion; beside it all other teaching is as nothing." 
Only by opposing to the "Roman religion" an equal power 
could its hold over the people be broken and the nation 
be transformed.l3 
During the closing decades of the nineteenth and 
into the twentieth century a crusading laicite or 
secularism sought--not without success--to promote an 
alternative to Catholicism. This could go to comical 
lengths, including the replacing of all street names in 
Lyon associated with religion with names expressing the 
secularizing program: St. Elizabeth by Garibaldi, St. 
Blandine by Diderot, St. Dominique by Zola, Sacred Heart 
by Paul Bert, and St. Helen by Jules Ferry. Secular 
ceremonies were invented as a replacement for the way the 
parish church had marked the stages of life: laicised 
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baptisms, first commun1ons, marriages, burials, 
processions, and feasts on Good Friday.l4 
Having identified the Catholic Church as the primary 
enemy of the Republic, the Radicals paid it the 
compliment of seeking to emulate the Church by creating a 
State-controlled system of education that was 
centralized, unified in its doctrines, and concerned 
above all to transmit values and to shape loyalties. 
They relied in doing so above all upon the formation of 
teachers in normal schools that resembled nothing so much 
as seminaries of a secular religion; such leaders in 
this program as Francois Buisson (whose speeches were 
collected in a volume called La Foi la"igue), Felix Pecaut 
and Jules Steeg were also leaders in liberal 
Protestantism. They turned also to the power of the 
State to drive Catholic teaching congregations out of 
France and to force parents to send their children to 
1 'ecole la"igue. 
It was, as Paul Bert insisted, "the supreme task of 
the school" to create "elevated sentiments, a single 
thought, a common faith" for the French people. "This 
is the religion of the Fatherland, it is with this cult 
and this love, at once ardent and reasonable, that we 
wish to penetrate the heart and mind of the child, to 
impregnate him to the marrow; it is that which will 
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constitute civic education.•l5 
France, then, more explicitly than any other 
democratically-ruled nation, implemented the ''common 
school agenda" of seeking to shape the hearts of the 
rising generation through popular schooling. It did so 
through the exercise of State power, not only promoting 
government-controlled schools with the utmost vigor and 
moral passion, but taking increasingly drastic steps to 
foreclose an educational alternative. The education 
provided in the State's own schools made no pretense of 
neutrality; indeed, those who shaped it wou 1 d have 
considered a value-neutral school an abomination. Their 
goal was to inculcate a ''secular faith.'' 
Emile Durkheim observed, in his lectures on moral 
education (1903), that 
The last twenty years in France have seen a great 
educational revolution, which was latent and 
half-realized before then. We decided to give 
our children in our state-supported schools a 
purely secular moral education. if, in 
rationalizing morality in moral education, one 
confines himself to withdraw from moral 
discipline everything that is religious without 
replacing it, one almost inevitably runs the 
danger of . an impoverished and colorless 
morality. we must discover the rational 
substitutes for those religious notions that for 
a long time have served as the vehicle for the 
most essential moral ideas. 
Without providing a secular replacement for the 
transcendent foundations of morality, French schools 
would ''risk having nothing more than a moral education 
512 
without prestige and without life." The task of 
educational leaders, then, was to "discover those moral 
forces that men, down to the present time, have conceived 
of only under the form of religious allegories.'' 16 
In support of this program, several hours a week of 
lessons in morality were prescribed for French schools at 
all levels, and readers in secular moral education were 
prepared and sold by the million. These works were a 
continual irritation to Catholic parents, and provoked a 
recurrent g~~~~~ Q~~ ~~~~~1~·17 There is an unbroken 
line from these controversies to the struggles in 1983 
and 1984 over the Socialist program of public school 
monopoly. 
THE NETHERLANDS: De gemengde schoo 1 
The common school triumphed in France, in the 
closing decades of the nineteenth century, just as it was 
losing its early advantage in the Netherlands. 
In both cases broadening participation in political 
1 ife after the continent-wide disturbances of 1848 
provided an opportunity for the churches to promote the 
type of educational programs--with traditional religious 
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content--desired by many parents. Having struggled to 
extend the franchise to the common people, the liberal 
and radical elite found that the new voters supported 
their opponents, especially on educational issues. 
The Dutch Constitution of 1848 included a guarantee 
of the right to operate a school, subject to minimal 
regulation by public authorities. The government school 
monopoly was, in principle at least, brought to an end 
through the leadership of Liberal statesman J. R. 
Thorbecke; he had consistently defended a .. free 
enterprise .. right to establish schools, with schooling 
provided by public authorities only in those cases in 
which private provision was insufficient.l8 This 
position was both a cause and a result of the close 
alliance between Thorbecke's Liberals and the emerging 
Roman Catholic interests. 
Thorbecke's Conservative opponents, closely allied 
with the semi-established Reformed (Hervormde) Church and 
the Groningen theology represented by Hofstede de Groot, 
were appalled at the prospect of surrendering the 
monopoly position of the public school as ''protecter and 
symbol of the unity of the nation... The governing 
Synod--in its only official statement on the school 
question during the nineteenth century--noted that the 
spirit that ruled in public schools was the very same 
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spirit that the Synod sought to maintain in the churches, 
and warned lest the fanaticism of hyper-orthodox 
Protestants be spread through private schools. "The 
members of the ... Synod, always so apathetic about the 
confession of their church, became suddenly very active 
in protection of their own belief in a generalized 
christianity."l9 
Events would show that the Liberals were scarcely 
more receptive to the idea of confessional schooling than 
were the Conservatives: they shared an elitist disdain 
for "fanaticism'' and a conviction that "the public school 
must remain a nation-forming institution for all 
religious communities.'' 20 The parties differed only in 
the extent to which they were willing to use State power 
to create unity in the rising generation. After 
Thorbecke passed from the scene (1872) his successors, 
the more radical ''Young Liberals," would be implacable in 
their hostility to confessional schooling. Their 
liberalism, in contrast with his, had an ideological 
quality, compounded of anti-clericalism and a desire to 
increase State intervention in many aspects of social 
(though not of economic) life.2l 
Despite the guarantee of educational freedom in the 
new Constitution, there were continuing difficulties in 
the 1850's over the establishment of confessional schools 
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1n many communities. In some cases village public 
schools were converted to private status by demand of the 
local parents, but in other communities--where leadership 
tended to remain in the hands of a theologically-liberal 
elite--local authorities refused approval of schools that 
would compete with the public school. In the village of 
Ui thuizen in Groningen, for example, a group sought 
permission, in 1851, to establish a "school with the 
Bible;" refused by local authorities, they appealed in 
vain to the central government. In 1854 a hundred 
orthodox Protestants from the village emigrated to 
America, where they could educate their children as they 
wished.22 
It was nine years before a new school law was 
enacted to replace that of 1806 with new provisions 
consistent with the Constitution. The drafting of this 
law produced a momentous split between Groen van 
Pr insterer and one of the leading proponents of 
confessional schools, the attorney J. J. L. van der 
Brugghen. 
Van der Brugghen, though sharing Groen's orthodox 
Protestantism, opposed the use of the State's authority 
to promote Christianity; he and other members of the 
•· eth i ca 1 tendency" within the Re'vei 1 held that 
Christianity was a ''moral life-force," working like yeast 
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in public as well as private life, not a set of doctrines 
or requirements that could be enforced by government. 
It was thus foolish to speak of the Netherlands--as did 
the conservative Great Protestant Party--as a Christian 
State. The people might, in the overwhelming majority, 
be Christian, but the State could only be neutral. "The 
sphere of the State,'' he wrote, "is not and cannot be 
that of absolute truth, since it is not the sphere of the 
Gospel." 
It was important, in Van der Brugghen's thinking, to 
limit the pretensions of the State while also limiting 
Christian claims to dominate the State. Neither 
political parties nor government-operated schools should 
seek to be explicitly Christian, though van der Brugghen 
did include in his school law of 1857 a provision that 
the purpose of education was to develop in children ''all 
Christian and social virtues." It was his conviction of 
the limits on how much of the religious truth could 
legitimately be taught in government schools that made 
Van der Brugghen an early and strong supporter of private 
confessional schools; this conviction also brought him 
into conflict with his co-religionists like Groen who 
were not yet ready to abandon the belief that the State 
could be explicitly Christian and indeed Calvinist. 23 
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After the failure of an earlier attempt to adopt a 
school law, Vander Brugghen was called by the King to 
form a cabinet with the specific charge to "assure that 
no one's conscience be injured, without departing from 
the principle of the common [gemengde or ''mixed''] school, 
by which the nation has been knit together since 1806.''24 
The law that emerged was almost totally satisfactory to 
the Liberals and Conservatives, and disappointing to 
supporters of confessional schooling. Vander 
Brugghen's one serious effort to deal fairly with the 
concerns of the latter, a provision that a State subsidy 
could be provided to private schools, was eliminated 
during legislative debate from the School Law of 1857. 
Groen and most supporters of confessional schooling 
had pressed for a provision that would allow a ''voluntary 
division" of public schools along confessional lines in 
communities where numbers and demand made that practical. 
Failing in this, they turned to the creation of a network 
of orthodox Protestant schools without public subsidy. 
Parallel developments occurred among Catholics, just 
emerging from the subordinate position to which the 
defeat of Catholic Spain two centuries earlier in the 
wars of independence had condemned them. The alliance 
with Thorbecke and his ''Old Liberals'' to gain educational 
freedom was replaced by an alliance with Groen and his 
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Anti-Revolutionary Party on the common ground of support 
for confessional schools. 
The period after the passage of Vander Brugghen's 
School Law of 1857 was one of struggle to organize and 
support confessional schools. The Catholic bishops 
issued a pastoral letter in 1868, inspired by the papal 
Syllabus of Errors (1864), that identified schooling as a 
primary battleground with the false spirit of the age and 
gave a death-blow to the alliance with the Liberals. 
The Association for Christian National Education was 
formed in 1860, bringing together in uneasy cooperation 
supporters of Protestant schooling with theological 
perspectives ranging from the center to the right, while 
liberal Protestants continued to be strong supporters of 
the public "mixed" school. Political conflicts among 
Anti-Revolutionaries, Catholics and Liberals sharpened 
and grew more ideologically defined. In Parliament Groen 
van Pr insterer and one Catholic colleague could be 
counted upon to protest government aggression against 
confessional schooling, but without effect. 
The Constitution--in response to pressures from the 
Maatschappij tot Nut van 't Algemeen and from public 
school teachers--required that government provide for 
schooling in every community, and this was interpreted to 
call for the establishment of public schools even in 
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cases where every parent had chosen a confessional 
school. In order to assure an enrollment for such 
schools, more and more local authorities decided to waive 
the traditional tuition fees and support public schools 
entirely out of taxes. The supporters of confessional 
schooling noted that this generally happened only when a 
private school had been established or was planned. It 
was thus a matter of real sacrifice for Catholic or 
orthodox Protestant parents, most of them in humble 
circumstances, to send their children to confessional 
schools for which tuition was necessary. 
In other cases, public schoolmasters responded to 
the threat of competition by finding ways to stress the 
Bible and even the Catechism in their instruction. 
Groen himself was not at first willing to abandon the 
explicitly Christian character of public education; when 
defeated on that issue, he turned to a demand that all 
reference to a generalized and (to him) profoundly 
misleading Christianity be removed from public schools. 
He was resisted in this demand by Thorbecke and by the 
Conservatives, who insisted that public schools were 
profoundly religious precisely in their refusal to 
recognize sectarian doctrines.25 
Conflict between supporters of confessional and 
public schools sharpened during the late 1860's. In 
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1868 the "Nut" launched a nationwide campaign, calling 
upon its three hundred branches to work to increase 
support for public education; this mobilization led to 
an increase in membership made up of many who saw 
confessionalism as a threat to national unity and 
enlightenment. The orthodox were quick to respond: 
Abraham Kuyper published a book arguing that the "Nut'''s 
claim of religious neutrality--and that of the public 
schools--was in fact an assault on religious conviction 
of every kind.26 
For the sake of tolerance the "Nut'' seeks to 
remove every conviction that raises itself above 
the superficial. It wants unity, but the false 
kind that is created through killing life .... 
A specific, a settled conviction is in its eyes a 
"prejudice," an "outdated," an "immoderate 
notion.'' Tolerance, yes, but tolerance 
out of indifference, out of superficiality, out 
of lack of principles. It is the 
undermining of any solid conviction, under the 
slogan of the struggle against witch-hunts and 
sectarian conflict and religious hatred. 
I have no hesitation about setting against the 
"Nut"'s dogma: "tolerance through removal of 
doctrinal differences" this other: "respect for 
the convictions of others based on the solidity 
of one's own convictions.'' 
The conflict was further heightened by the 
organization of a more militant anti-confessional 
organization, 'L2lt.~2!:!!'!~E.!"'ii~ ("Popular Education"--now, 
the ''Association for Public Education'') in the period 
1866-1870, and the increasing political ascendancy of the 
"Young Liberals." Liberal leader J. Kappeyne van de 
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Coppello declared war on the confessional school in a 
celebrated speech in 1874, insisting that the orthodox 
minority deserved to be oppressed, because it was the fly 
that spoiled the whole ointment, ''and has no right to 
exist in our society.'' Kuyper responded in the same 
debate that, if Kappeyne's program of compulsory 
attendance were implemented, the lion--symbol of 
freedom--might as well be removed from the shield of the 
Netherlands, to be replaced by an eagle with a lamb in 
its claws.27 
The eagle had its opportunity four years later, when 
Kappeyne's ministry obtained passage of legislation 
increasing substantially the physical and staffing 
requirements for all elementary schools, requirements 
that would make it far more difficult to maintain 
confessional schools. The national government would 
contribute 30% of the cost of public schools, lightening 
considerably the burden on municipalities of meeting 
these new requirements, but would not help confessional 
schools. The latter would remain free, Kuyper noted, 
''yes, free to hurry on crutches after the neutral train 
that storms along the rails of the law, drawn by the 
golden locomotive of the State.••28 
The Liberals had over-reached themselves. This 
threat against the schools that many of them had labored 
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to establish aroused the orthodox common people and 
created a movement that, in a decade, reversed the 
political fortunes of the Liberals and brought State 
support for confessional schools. The first stage was a 
massive petition drive that collected, in five days, 
305,102 signatures from Protestants and 164,000 from 
Catholics asking the king to refuse to sign the Kappeyne 
school law. That having failed, a national 
organization. "The Union 'A School with the Bible,"' 
created a permanent mechanism for mobilization of 
orthodox Protestants. Catholics were equally active; 
in 1883 the first Catholic political program was drawn 
up, and the Roman Catholic State Party and Groen and 
Kuyper's Anti-Revolutionary Party together gained a 
majority of the Parliament by 1888. As an historian of 
Dutch Liberalism observes, ''no one has done so much harm 
to Liberalism as Kappeyne." Thinking that he was 
smothering the last flickering flame of traditional 
religion, he fanned it into vigorous life.29 
The school law of 1889, introduced by the ministry 
of Anti-Revolutionary Baron Mackay, provided the same 30 
percent state subsidy to confessional as for public 
schools, and began a process that would lead, in 1920, to 
the full financial equality of all schools that met 
general requirements set by the central government. 
Throughout this period the Maatschappij tot Nut van 't 
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Algemeen, the association of public school teachers, and 
Volksonderwijs continued to fight a rear-guard action, 
but they were undermined by the decision of the Socialist 
Party, in 1902, to support State subsidies for 
confessional schools. As Socialist leader Troelstra put 
it, they were willing to let the religious struggle rest 
in order to win the class struggle by gaining the support 
of Catholic and Protestant workers.30 
In the Netherlands the effort to implement the 
common school in the interest of creating national unity, 
especially as promoted vigorously by the anti-clerical 
Young Liberals, was for decades the primary cause of 
national disunity. By contrast, the "Pacification" of 
1920 freed political and social energies to address the 
challenges of the post-war world. By giving parents the 
right to choose freely among educational options, the 
Dutch educational system avoided a tyranny of the 
political majority or of the education profession. The 
cracks that have appeared in this system in recent years 
have been the result of secularization--and thus 
confusion about the ''identity'' of confessional schools--
and the growing claims of the welfare state, not of any 
breakdown in the system itself. 
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THE UNI'l'ED STATES: "The One Best System" 
It is possible to give something like a connected 
narrative of developments in French and Dutch popular 
education in the later nineteenth century. Policies 
adopted at the national level in response to nationwide 
political and social changes have a coherence that lends 
itself to comparing the two experiences. In France the 
Catholic Church over-reached itself in forming an 
alliance with Napoleon III to dominate education; the 
subsequent republican (that is, in French terms, 
politically though not socially "radical") triumph made 
the substitution of a "secular faith" (Buisson's .f2i 
l~i9.!:1..§) the cornerstone of government policy in 
education. In the Netherlands, by contrast, it was the 
radical "Young Liberals" who over-reached, provoking a 
reaction by Catholics and orthodox Protestants that swept 
them out of office and led, eventually, to the virtual 
''disestablishment'' of the public school. 
The history of education in the United States is 
less visible, less coherent, because of the lack of a 
strong national role or even, in many instances, of 
strong state leadership. Horace Mann and his successors 
over the next century did not possess a fraction of the 
authority employed by Jules Ferry and the other education 
ministers of the Third Republic to impose their program 
525 
through an ''army of schoolmasters.'' 
Despite the lack of central guidance and of 
uniformity of implementation, the implementation of 
American popular education evolved in directions roughly 
par a 11 e 1 to those taken by French education, and in 
marked contrast with the Dutch experience. This 
evolution has been described in many of its local 
manifestations, and recent accounts by Tyack and Hansot, 
Ravitch, Peterson and others have told a story of 
parallel developments by which the "common school agenda" 
was confirmed and extended.3l 
we will not go over this story again here, but 
simply describe three of its primary themes, each of 
which represents a working-out of the logic of the 
program articulated by Horace Mann and his allies. 
Political Control of Schools 
The first of these themes is the assault, by 
progressive reformers, on the control of city schools by 
politicians primarily responsive to the concerns of 
working-class and immigrant parents. While a part of 
the concern of the reformers was with efficiency and the 
elimination of patronage and corruption, a larger part--
so recent historians argue--had to do with homogenizing 
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the urban population through suppressing the cultural 
patterns and idiosyncrasies brought from a score of 
foreign countries. 
There can be no question that this was a major and 
unavoidable challenge; in 1908 investigators found that 
72 percent of the students in New York, 67 percent in 
Chicago, and 64 percent in Boston had fathers who were 
born abroad.32 The public schools were the favored 
instrument of assimilation, but to do their work most 
effectively, reformers believed, they must be insulated 
from the demands and concerns of parents. Local control 
of schools was seen as the major impediment to the true 
professionalization of education, and thus its capacity 
to transmit values that differed from those represented 
by parents. 
''Reforms'' in school governance, Tyack and Hansot 
observe, ''often blocked the political channels by which 
the cities' working-class and ethnic communities had 
traditionally expressed their political interests in 
education. In the process they also enhanced the power 
of cosmopolitan elites." 33 
Historian Diane Ravitch has described the struggle 
between reformers and the decentralized New York City 
schools in the 1890's. The state legislature enacted 
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''reform" legislation in 1896 that sought to eliminate 
political--and thus, for good or ill, popular--influence 
on the schools altogether, despite a petition with 
100,000 signatures opposing the abolition of local 
boards. As the governor was advised, ''it was not a good 
thing in a city 'largely impregnated with foreign 
influences, languages and ideas that the school should 
be controlled locally; for in many locations the 
influences that would control would be unquestionably un-
American.'" 34 
The assault on the interest of parents in 
transmitting their distinctive values and loyalties to 
their children was exactly parallel to that of the ''Young 
Liberals'' in the Netherlands. The American reformers 
were more politically successful because of the prevalent 
xenophobia of the majority of American voters including, 
in Massachusetts, immigrants from British Canada who were 
especially hostile toward their Catholic fellow-
immigrants. State legislatures were easily persuaded to 
undercut the power of city-based politicians. 
The Boston School Committee was reduced, in 1875, 
from 116 members elected by districts to 24 elected at 
large, and four years later women were given the vote in 
school elections, in well-founded confidence that 
Protestant women were much more likely than Catholic 
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women to register and to vote.35 
One of the most dramatic episodes in this process of 
undercutting the influence of immigrant parents on the 
public schooling of their children occurred in Boston in 
1888, when British Americans and other militant 
Protestants mobi 1 ized to overturn what threatened to be 
an Irish domination of the School Committee and to defeat 
Irish-born Mayor Hugh O'Brien. The "Committee of One 
Hundred" issued a series of exposes of an alleged 
Catholic plot to 
take the control of the public schools out of the 
hands of those who would conduct them in 
accordance with American ideas and on a non-
sectarian basis, that they might conduct them 
thereafter in the interests of the Church of 
Rome. 
In their efforts the Committee was "wonderfully aided 
by some local and patriotic organizations of [Protestant) 
women," while Catholics sought to register their own 
women to vote; in a few weeks 25,000 women had paid the 
poll tax. The 1888 election was a triumph for the 
Protestants, and for a decade, "election after election 
increased the numbers of Protestants on the Boston School 
Board, and no Catholic was elected mayor of Boston." 36 
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Support for Confessional Schools 
Closely related to the question of controlling 
public schools to Americanize the children of immigrants 
was that of public funding for parochial schools. One of 
the anti-Irish initiatives in Massachusetts in 1888, for 
example, was a bill to provide state inspection and 
regulation of parochial schools. The following year 
more than three thousand Massachusetts citizens signed a 
petition to Congress supporting a constitutional 
amendment to ''prevent the interference of any religious 
sect with the 'common school system,' or the 
appropriating of any of the public funds for sectarian 
uses," to protect ''our time-honored and truly endeared 
methods of teaching and training our youth for the duties 
and responsibilities of American citizenship." One of 
the sponsors of this petition told a Senate committee 
that the public schools faced "a hostile system--a system 
that, in its methods and spirit, from beginning to end, 
is positively antagonistic to the institutions of our 
American nation." 37 
The proposed amendment had been submitted by Senator 
Henry Blair of New Hampshire; it forbade the granting of 
public funds to sectarian schools but also required that 
public schools provide instruction in ''virtue, morality, 
and the principles of the Christian religion." Blair 
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was a strong supporter of federal funding for public 
schools, convinced that they represented the best hope 
for shaping future citizens. Hearings on the amendment 
provided repeated opportunities for the restatement of 
the "common school agenda." As a representative of the 
anti-Catholic Evangelical Alliance told the committee, 
the task of absorbing and Americanizing these 
foreign masses can only be successfully 
overcome by a uniform system of American schools, 
teaching the same pol i tica 1 creed ..... State 
schools of differing character, of different 
languages, of different creeds, of antagonistic 
political doctrines, of opposing sentiments, 
ideas, and methods, some representing the highest 
elements of American civilization and others the 
lowest type of foreign advance in the opposite 
direction, would prepare the way for domestic 
quarrels between such antagonistic and 
irreconcilable elements 
The amendment would "continue us in the future, as 
in the past, a united, homogeneous people'' by assuring "a 
common system of training for American citizens, and that 
that training should be marked by the Christian ethics to 
which we owe our high civilization and which are the only 
guarantee of civil and religious liberty." After all, 
few of the immigrants "understand or appreciate our 
institutions or the Christian and philanthropic spirit 
that inspired them all unfitted as they are by 
their hereditary instincts and foreign education to 
understand the blessings of free institutions.••38 
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To proponents of such an amendment, nothing less was 
at stake than the future of the nation. They were fond 
of quoting General Grant's warning to a veterans' 
organization, in 1876, that 
If we are to have another contest in the near 
future of our national existence, I predict that 
the dividing line will not be Mason and Dixon's, 
but it will be between patriotism and 
intelligence on one side, and superstition, 
ambition, and ignorance on the other. 
Encourage free schools, and resolve that not one 
dollar appropriated to them shall be applied to 
the support of any sectarian school; resolve 
that any child in the land can get a common 
school education, unmixed with atheistic, pagan, 
or sectarian teachings. 
Grant had supported an ear 1 ier amendment to the 
Constitution, proposed by James G. Blaine in 1875, 
requiring the states to ''establish and maintain free 
public schools adequate to the education of all the 
children, in the rudimentary branches 
irrespective of sex, color, birthplace, or religion; 
forbidding the teaching in said schools of religious, 
atheistic, or pagan tenets," and forbidding also public 
funding for ''any religious sect or denomination.'' 39 
Although the national amendment failed, so-called 
''Blaine amendments" were adopted in a number of states. 
In Massachusetts a constitutional provision forbidding 
state support to ''sectarian schools'' had been adopted in 
the anti-immigrant fervor or 1853, but an even more 
explicit ban was proposed at the end of the century, 
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excluding non-sectarian private schools as well. 
Development and passage of this amendment 
represented a compromise; Catholics, led by Boston 
"boss'' Martin Lomasney, were determined that, if their 
schools were ineligible for tax support, the institutions 
created and patronized by Protestants would be excluded 
as well. They refused to accept that the private 
"academies" that served in lieu of town high schools in 
some communities were any less ''sectarian" than their own 
schools. One speaker at the constitutional convention 
held in 1917-1918 described a parochial school in Quincy: 
that school is doing just the kind of work the 
gentleman from Deerfield claims his school is 
doing. It is going out into the streets of 
Quincy; it is taking inside its rooms the 
children of the poor and the rich; it is 
educating them. It is saving the city thousands 
of dollars a year. Why, if the Deerfield 
Academy is to receive money, should not that 
institution also receive money? 
The logic--and growing Catholic political power--
required non-Catholic legislators to accept the cutting-
off of support to the rural academies and even to the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology so as to be able to 
continue to resist demands for support of parochial 
schools. They were determined to avoid the polarization 
on education issues that had occurred in France (though 
Catholic and Protestant speakers at the convention 
appraised the French experience differently). 
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Accommodating Catholic power did not mean, as in the 
Netherlands, satisfying the demands of Catholics and 
Protestants alike for their own schools, but rather 
denying those demands more even-handedly. 
Catholics, a Protestant spokesman for the committee 
that developed the amendment pointed out to the 
convention, "felt that [the 1853 anti-sectarian 
amendment] did exclude all Catholic schools and 
institutions from public aid, but that they did not so 
exclude all Protestant institutions and schools 
[and this] was unfair to them and in a manner 
discriminated against them.'' It might be asked, "Do you 
not then sacrifice the non-sectarian private institutions 
for the sake of settling the religious controversy?'' 
The answer, though hedging, made it clear that this was 
exactly what the committee had in mind.40 
Despite an obvious desire to deny that any policy 
differences on confessional lines were possible in 
Massachusetts, the convention delegates reflected the 
continuing authority of the common school agenda. One 
supporter of public schools described immigrants as 
coming ''over here more or less dirty, immoral and 
thriftless, and in the third generation they were changed 
to native Americans'' through the ''principal cause of the 
progress of this Nation," the public school system. 
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Catholic delegates argued eloquently that their own 
schools were ''educating their children to become good 
citizens," and that ''the prejudice of this day against 
parish schools" was unjust· and socially divisive. "We 
are legislating," one accurately observed, ''in mutual 
fear and distrust.'' 41 
The committee that drafted the amendment confessed 
itself unable to define "sectarian" or ''religious 
beliefs," noting that the same act could have religious 
meaning within one tradition and not another. In answer 
to a challenge from a fellow-delegate, however, they 
insisted that atheism or agnosticism would be considered 
a ''denominational doctrine" that could not be taught in a 
publicly-supported school. "We did not want to leave 
it," a spokesman for the committee told the convention, 
''that our schools ever should become atheistic or 
agnostic." 42 
The overall effect of this measure was to strengthen 
the public school monopoly; ''the trend of the times,'' 
one delegate announced without contradiction, "is toward 
public education." The under lying agenda continued to 
be the creation of uniformity of belief. No support 
should be provided to any institution, another delegate 
said, that "is teaching, inculcating, or promoting a 
doctrine that is not common to all the people of the 
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Commonwealth and in which all the people do not believe.'' 
This was not an issue of religious doctrines alone, since 
there were ''many other principles, inculcated in these 
institutions, that are not public and are not common to 
the whole citizenship of the State, and that are equally 
objectionable with that of the teaching of sectarian 
principles." Public schools should "teach and inculcate 
only those doctrines, only those principles, which are 
laid down by public officers and public agents.'' 43 
There could not be a clearer statement of the 
contention of this study, that the common school was 
concerned with the development of a common, public 
orthodoxy sharply distinguished from all sectarian 
doctrines as well as from atheism, but resembling them in 
intention. It was a legitimate exercise of State power 
(through funding and through regulation of what local 
government cou 1 d fund) to insist upon the teaching of a 
''common faith'' in all public schools. 
Few voices were raised in protest, within the 
convention at least. A Mr. Pelletier of Boston, a 
Catholic, did put the case for acknowledging that 
confessional schools provided a public service: 
with all the professions of liberality, no man 
has risen here to say . . 'I move . . . that 
the Commonwealth and every city and town shall 
have the right to appropriate money for any 
worthy charitable, educational or religious 
cause.' Why not go the limit? It makes 
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no difference whether there is a cross or a 
weather-vane on the top of the school; if it is 
teaching pupils what the State says at a certain 
age they ought to know, what difference if they 
get a little something moral? 
He had no illusions about the chances of such a 
proposition, however, since "underneath us all there is 
uneasiness We do not seem to understand one 
another. We do not seem to be able to trust one 
another." 44 
The only solution, a Protestant leader insisted, was 
"a proper division of the time of all our children 
between the education the State must provide for its own 
protection and that which the church must provide for the 
full development of those intrusted to its care.'' After 
all, ''education that leaves without culture the religious 
faculties is education that cripples by partial 
development.'' 45 
This would, indeed, be the characteristic American 
solution to the problem of religious teaching: a State-
controlled educational system that (at least in theory) 
would be neither religiously sectarian nor hostile to 
religion, and a massive voluntary effort to provide 
religious instruction through Sunday schools, released 
time, and "vacation Bible schools." It rested upon the 
assumption--itself a key element of the modernization of 
consciousness--that experience and meaning could be 
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compartmentalized. Religion may be honored, indeed 
provide decisive meaning, in some aspects of life and yet 
be utterly excluded from other aspects. In this 
"pluralization of social life-worlds" a cleavage is made 
between public and private life, and the State comes to 
assert more and more global claims on all that does not 
belong to a shrinking private domain.46 
This was an arrangement that Protestant and Catholic 
leadership, in general, were willing to accept in the 
period in question; the differences had to do with where 
the line of separation between the public and the private 
sphere should be drawn. Protestants tended to seek to 
broaden the scope of public intervention in private 
behavior, as in the prohibition of alcoholic beverages, 
while Catholics were in a process of broadening the 
"private" sphere dominated by religious themes to cover 
more and more aspects of life. 
In contrast with France, American Catholics did not 
seek to impose their agenda upon the State; in contrast 
with the Nether lands, American Protestants did not seek 
to elaborate a religiously-dominated comprehensive sphere 
of "private'' institutions. The characteristic American 
pattern became an essentially neutral though Protestant-
flavored public sector with a large Catholic 
sub-society with its own institutional expressions. 
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The Issue of Language 
Although German-speaking immigrants sustained classes 
in their language in Boston in the 1860's, Oscar Handlin 
observes that "attempts to preserve German were futile . 
. . . French and German easily became second languages 
which could be acquired by the immigrants' children in 
the public schools.'' The great majority of newcomers to 
Massachusetts through the nineteenth century were 
English-speaking Irish and Canadians from the Maritime 
Provinces. 4 7 The relation of language to assimilation 
did not, as a result, become an issue in the development 
of the common school agenda until late in the century. 
This was not the case elsewhere in the country. As 
we have seen in chapter eight, the desire to preserve a 
language and the culture expressed in that language was 
an important factor in the organization of confessional 
schools in the Midwest. In addition, public schools 
often responded to the demands of parents that their 
native-languages find a place in the curriculum, though 
ordinarily this was supplemental rather than, as in many 
confessional schools, the primary language of 
instruction. By 1900, David Tyack reports, 231,700 
children were studying German in public elementary 
schools, and smaller numbers were taught in Polish, 
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Italian, Czech, Norwegian, French, Spanish, Dutch and 
other languages. 48 
Offering foreign-language instruction was "a 
necessary concession" to bring the children of immigrants 
within range of the assimilating and value-shaping 
influence of the common school. The superintendent of 
schools in San Francisco argued, in 1877, that until 
public schools began offering French and German ''hundreds 
of children of foreign parents were attending private 
schools in order that they might receive instruction in 
the language of the 'Fatherland.' Now they are found 
under the care of American teachers, and are being molded 
in the true form of American citizenship.'' Public schools 
in Chicago began offering German in confidence that ''the 
number of private schools now to be found in every nook 
and corner of the city will decrease, and the children of 
all nationalities will be assembled in the public 
schools, and thereby be radically Americanized.'' 49 
By the late 1880s eight states had statutes 
permitting bilingual instruction in public schools; in 
1872 Oregon legalized monolingual German schools.SO 
This was a reasonable compromise, one that enabled the 
public school to be more truly "common'' through making 
accommodations to parental concerns. Such 
accommodations were exceptional, however, and were 
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abandoned as the "common school agenda" with its stress 
upon the loyalty-shaping role of public schools grew more 
compe 11 i ng . 
Americans had always been of two minds about the 
appropriateness of offering instruction in a language 
other than English. Benjamin Franklin urged, in 1753, 
that the German immigrants to Pennsylvania be thoroughly 
mixed with the English: "establish English schools, 
where they are now too thickly settled.'' Benjamin Rush, 
on the other hand, called in 1786 for free public schools 
in every community: ''let children be taught to read and 
write the English and German languages and the use of 
figures." 51 
By the last decades of the century the changing 
character of immigration and the continuing development 
of the ''myth" of a nation-forming common school had led 
to a reaction against the use of languages other than 
English below the secondary level. 
Wisconsin, in which more than one third of the 
population was German-born, adopted the Bennett Law in 
1889, making it "the duty of county and State 
superintendents to inspect all [that is, not just public] 
schools, for the purpose and with the authority only to 
require that reading and writing in English be taught 
daily therein." This law, establishing compulsory 
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attendance in schools in which ''reading, writing, 
arithmetic, and United States history'' were taught in 
English, had been drafted originally by the Committee of 
One Hundred in Boston as part of its attack on parochial 
schools. 52 
Reaction to the Bennett Law, by German Protestants as 
well as Catholics, led to defeat of its Republican 
sponsors and repeal of the law in 1891. A subsequent 
Wisconsin bill, in 1912, requiring that private school 
teachers be able to speak English fluently, was defeated 
as well, but North Dakota the same year restricted the 
use of German or Scandinavian languages in private 
schools to religious instruction. 
While many confessional schools continued to use home 
languages for at least part of their instruction, there 
was increasing sentiment to end the accommodation of 
languages in the common school. By 1913 seventeen 
states required that English be the sole language of 
instruction at the elementary level in public schools, 
and the anti-German sentiment of the war years led 
twenty-one states to add such a requirement for private 
schools as well. In Nebraska, for example, it became 
law in 1919 that ''No person, individually or as a 
teacher, shall in any private, denominational, parochial, 
or public school teach any subject to any person in any 
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language other than the English language.'' Exception 
was to be made only after a student had completed the 
eighth grade, as certified by public authorities.53 
While the immediate occasion for much of this 
legislation was the emotions aroused by America's 
involvement in the war, and it was often associated with 
political conservatives, the ground had been prepared by 
liberal reformers decades earlier. Thus, in 1891, a 
committee reported to the National Council of Education, 
the policy-formulating arm of the National Education 
Association, that "foreign inf 1 uence has begun a system 
of colonization with a purpose of preserving foreign 
languages and traditions and of destroying 
distinctive Americanism. 
religion." 54 
It has made alliance with 
This ''foreign influence"--read, the Catholic Church--
stood in the way of achievement of the common school 
agenda, a continuing priority for reformers. Jacob Riis 
observed, in :!:!:!~ f!:!ll.Q£~!2 Qf the Poor ( 18 9 2) , that "the 
immediate duty which the community has to perform for its 
own protection is to school the children first of all 
into good Americans, and next into useful citizens." 55 
The sequence is significant: like Horace Mann a half-
century before, Riis placed his primary stress upon the 
shaping of loyalties, with only secondary concern for the 
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utilitarian aspects of schooling. 
Stanford professor Ellwood Cubberley who, more than 
anyone else in this period, emulated Horace Mann in 
elaborating the myth of the common school, insisted in 
1909 that 
to assimilate and amalgamate these people as a 
part of our American race, and to implant in 
their children, so far as can be done, the Anglo-
Saxon conception of righteousness, law and order, 
and popular government, and to awaken in them a 
reverence for our democractic institutions and 
for those things in our national life which we as 
a people hold to be of abiding worth 
was the highest mission of public education.56 
Similarly, an official of the Federal Office of 
Education, in a report commissioned by middle-class 
reformers in 1917 ''attacked the teaching of foreign 
languages in the schools, which San Francisco had been 
doing, and insisted on a comprehensive 'Americanization' 
to break down ethnic settlements." 56 
In Massachusetts the language issue developed most 
acutely with respect to French Canadian parochial 
schools. By 1920 there were sixty-one parishes 
supporting schools in which French was used as a language 
of instruction, enrolling nearly 32 thousand students, 
far more than the thirteen Polish schools, three Italian, 
two German, and one Portuguese school. 
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The Board of Education expressed its "grave 
apprehension," in 1893, "that so large a portion of our 
children of school age (in parochial schools 10.6 per 
cent .... ) should be drawn away from our public schools 
... Great as these mischiefs inevitably are, they will 
be indefinitely enhanced should we remain a polyglot 
nation. 
nation. 
.. Without a common language we cannot become a 
Without the execution of our school laws we 
cannot attain to a common language '' The Board was 
informed by one of its "agents" that parochial schools 
"absorb a large fraction of the natural increase of 
children of school age.'' 58 
A decade later the Board's report included an 
extensive report on the nativity of public and private 
school students. Statewide "the majority of all the 
school children (51.16 per cent) are either foreign born 
or of foreign descent" in the sense that at least one of 
their parents was foreign-born. Students of foreign 
descent were especially concentrated in parochial 
schools, and the enrollment of the latter had increased 
more than eight-fold since 1873.59 
The Board returned to the theme again the following 
year, noting the establishment of seven new parochial 
schools of which two were in Italian and one in a French 
par ish. This ''had led to the withdrawal of a large 
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number of children from the public schools." 60 
The initiative to address the issue of language of 
instruction came, not from the Board, but from a 
legislative commission that reported, in 1914, on ''The 
Problem of Immigration in Massachusetts." The 
Commission reported on visits to thirty-nine parochial 
schools in nineteen communities in which instruction was 
provided in a language other than English--Polish, 
Ita 1 ian, Portuguese, French or Greek--for at least half 
the day. These were only a sample of more than ninety 
such "bilingual schools." While expressing appreciation 
for the spiritual and cultural contributions of these 
schools, the Commission noted that 
It is of importance to the Commonwealth 
that in the secular instruction in these schools, 
the study of English should be given first place, 
and that all studies, except religion and the 
native language of the children, should be 
conducted in the English language. The study of 
the foreign language should be made clearly 
subordinate to that of English. 
Draft legislation to mandate this result was included in 
the report. 60 
As it developed, the Legislature was concerned not 
only with language but also with ''training in the duties 
of citizenship," making it a required subject in public 
schools. As Commissioner of Education Payson Smith told 
the Board in 1918, ''With two-thirds of her population 
foreign-born, or born of foreign-parentage, it is 
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manifest that training in the duties of citizenship has 
an important bearing in Massachusetts upon the problem of 
Americanization." The following year Smith noted that 
"nearly 350,000, or about ten percent of the entire 
population of Massachusettsm, cannot read or write 
English, and reported on extensive Americanization 
efforts in the schools and in industry. After all, ''the 
most conspicuous present need is a far more complete 
recognition of the responsibility of the State for the 
education of its citizens.'' 62 
The challenge of "Americanization" was not new; as 
we have seen, it has always been of the essence of the 
''common school agenda.'' The urgency with which this 
challenge was felt during and after the First World War 
led, in Massachusetts, to increased pressures to assure 
that instruction ''in all the subjects required by law is 
in the English language'' in parochial schools, and to 
create explicit programs of civic education for the great 
majority of students who attended public schools.63 
As we have seen, this was part of a nation-wide 
pattern, and was not simply the result of the sentiments 
aroused by the war. After all, the French combatants 
were "noble allies," unlike the Germans whose American 
cousins experienced so much suspicion. It was not the 
French language in the abstract about which Massachusetts 
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educators and civic leaders were concerned, but immigrant 
French Canadians who threatened to be unassimilable. 
The language issue was closely tied to religion, in 
the broadest sense, to the religio of cultural minorities 
as well as to that of the common school as a dominant 
cultural institution. 
The incorporation of languages other than English, in 
some states and for a time, into the public school 
curriculum was an accommodation of the growing pluralism 
of American life. The fact that the common school found 
it easier to accept languages that "competed" with 
English than competing religious views confirms the 
validity of the argument advanced in this study, that the 
educational reformers were more concerned to develop a 
religious (in Durkheim's sense) basis for morality and 
citizenship than to assure that particular skills were 
mastered. 
This tolerance of linguistic diversity waned as 
immigration changed its character and as the common 
school became ever more controlled by "educationists'' and 
rational bureaucracies rather than by local--and 
accommodating--elites. But the temporary willingness to 
accommodate language differences throws into perspective 
the consistent refusal to accommodate differences of 
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religious conviction. The common school could accept a 
competing language more easily than it could a competing 
belief-system; English was not of the essence of the 
common school, but beliefs and loyalties were. Minority 
languages were increasingly exiled as they came to be 
identified with competing loyalties. Somehow they 
shifted from the sphere of utility to that of symbol. 
Once this change in the meaning of language had occured, 
the possibi 1 i ty of diversity, choice, and accommodation 
of parental concern had passed for a time. 
SUMMARY 
In the United States, as in France and the 
Netherlands, the mission of the common school was defined 
largely in terms of the creation of convictions and 
loyalties, of shaping a common mind or soul for the 
nation. So defined, the control and specification of 
the content of instruction was obviously of critical 
importance, as was the participation of all children, or 
at least those of the common people, in State-directed 
schooling. 
In vain, in the United States, did ethnic parochial 
schools claim "that they Americanized children even more 
effectively than the public schools, in part because they 
549 
built on rather than destroyed family, religious, and 
ethnic traditions.'' 64 They were struggling against 
what Ravitch describes as "the popular myth that the 
public schools had single-handedly transformed immigrant 
children into achieving citizens.'' 65 
This was the dominant myth of American education in 
the nineteenth century, and it has persisted with 
undiminished force in the twentieth, despite all evidence 
that public schools are in no sense "common" and that the 
assimilating forces of modern life itself create more 
uniformity than may be good for us. 
***** 
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